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“Initiating Farmer Participation in Palm Oil Company’s CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) Agenda 
through Action Research” is a study which primarily explores and uncovers the issues that palm 
plantation farmers are facing, specifically at time of the final years of their palm plantation life cycle 
and following which a replanting exercise for the next plantation life cycle is planned for execution.  
This is done primarily from soliciting viewpoints directly from the palm plantation farmers, who are 
“tied” to a large palm oil company within the Indonesia palm oil industry, with supporting information 
and viewpoints similarly gathered from the operations personnel of the said palm oil company.  
Subsequently, this study seeks to propose a solution to address those farmer issues, derived from 
participation and negotiation between the farmers and the personnel of the palm oil company.  This 
is based on the paradigm of AR (action research), on which the study is carried out, with the 
expectation that both parties in the working relationship engage the other party in order to address 
the issues facing farmers and improve the current situation both parties are in.   
 
The study has uncovered financial-related issues in connection with the replanting exercise for the 
second plantation life cycle, underscored by the structural aspect of the palm plantation industry of 
high overall replanting cost; a relative long gestational period of 4 years with no income; and a less-
than-optimal environment of low commodity prices and high interest rates.  While the study 
recommends that the palm oil company take effort to lobby the relevant Indonesian government 
departments and ministries for interest rates subsidies to be reinstated (as part of its CSR agenda), 
the industry has moved ahead with the BPDPKS announcing a IDR 25 million (USD 1,802)1 grant per 
hectare for plantation smallholders to absolutely defray replanting costs.  This highlights the study’s 
relevance in surfacing farmers’ concerns, but at the same time, also highlights the power structure 
within the palm plantation industry, which has historically given less priority to farmers’ voices. It is 
the researcher’s hope that similar research could be carried out within the palm oil industry, given its 
importance in the Indonesian economy, and in light of continually changing environments and key 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
Initiating Farmer Participation in Palm Oil Company’s CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) Agenda 
through Action Research is a study which primarily explores and uncovers the issues that palm 
plantation farmers are facing, specifically at time of the final years of their palm plantation life cycle 
and following which a replanting exercise for the next plantation life cycle is planned for execution.  
This is done primarily from soliciting viewpoints directly from the palm plantation farmers, who are 
“tied” to a large palm oil company within the Indonesia palm oil industry, with supporting information 
and viewpoints similarly gathered from the operations personnel of the said palm oil company.  
Subsequently, this study seeks to propose a solution to address those farmer issues, derived from 
participation and negotiation between the farmers and the personnel of the palm oil company.  This 
is based on the paradigm of AR (action research), on which the study is carried out, with the 
expectation that both parties in the working relationship engage the other party in order to address 
the issues facing farmers and improve the current situation both parties are in.  The chapter below 
sets out the background of the Indonesian palm oil industry and makes the case for the relevancy of 
this study. 
 
1.1 The Indonesian Palm Oil Industry 
 
Since 2006, Indonesia has been the largest palm oil producer globally, at present accounting for over 
half of global production, producing 27.7 million tons (DJP, 2016, p.3) out of total global production of 
55.2 million tons in 20132, and generating USD 14.7 billion in export revenues in 2016 (DJP, 2016, p.5).  
At present, with palm oil being the most important agricultural export product (World Growth, 2011; 
IFC, 2013) for Indonesia, the government continues to push the palm oil agenda even more strongly 
in expectation of continued increase in global demand for vegetable oils for edible consumption and 
biofuel production (Rist et al., 2010).  Palm oil has proliferated as a farmed crop in Indonesia, 
evidenced by the increase in palm plantation acreage from just over 100,000 hectares in 19673 to 
about 11.9 million hectares in 2016 (DJP, 2016, p.10) and increasing palm oil production from just over 
150,000 tons to 33.2 million tons in 2016 (DJP, 2016, p.3).  Much of plantation development was 
carried out primarily in the islands of Sumatra, and in smaller areas in Borneo, West Papua and 
                                                          
2 Food and Agricultural Organization website: http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/QC 
3 Indonesia Ministry of Forestry and Agriculture  
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Sulawesi (IFC, 2013).  The Indonesian government has plans to further increase palm oil production to 
40 million tons in 20204, as well as increasing palm plantation acreage by another 4 million hectares5.   
The palm oil industry and the cultivation of palm oil have been heavily promoted by the Indonesian 
Government as a means towards the creation of productive employment, poverty alleviation, raising 
incomes and thus bringing about socio-economic development to poor, rural areas in Indonesia 
(Susila, 2004; McCarthy, 2010).  The means through which the Indonesian government included rural 
participation in the palm oil industry was to co-opt local peoples in rural areas as palm plantation 
farmers, with the heavy support of government ministries, state-owned plantation companies.  These 
farmers are also termed “smallholders”, given the relatively small palm plantation plots they work on.  
The first program, termed “NES” (Nucleus Estate and Smallholder), was introduced in the late 1970s 
and was state-driven and supported by international donor agencies such as the World Bank Group 
and the Asian Development Bank (IFC, 2013).  Subsequently in the 1980s, private palm oil companies 
were tapped to take over the role of the state-owned plantation companies, under various programs 
such as the PIR (Perusahaan Inti Rakyat, translated as Nucleus Estate and Smallholder Program) 
program; the KKPA (Koperasi Kredit Primer Anggota, translated as Members’ Primary Credit 
Cooperative) Program, and the Pola Kemitraan (translated  as Partnership models).  In each iteration 
of the programs rolled out, there was lower subsidy provided directly from the central government 
(Larson, 1996), fewer prescribed contractual terms defining smallholder involvement, and more 
autonomy accorded to local district officials and private sector palm oil companies in determining the 
terms of location-specific partnerships and initiatives (McCarthy, 2010; IFC, 2013; Rival & Levang, 
2014).    
 
Essentially, this has resulted in the Indonesian palm oil industry being characterised as having a large 
number of smallholders (about 1.6 million in 2009) (IFC, 2013, p.9) partnering with a much smaller 
number of palm oil companies that have increase control over the production of palm oil (IFC, 2013).  
In 2016, the smallholders account for almost 40% (DJP, 2016, p.27) of total palm plantation area and 
33% of total production (DJP, 2016, p.27), and thus should be considered key industry players.  For 
many individual smallholders, being involved in the palm industry has brought about increasing 
income levels, asset holdings, wealth and improvement in socio-economic wellbeing and livelihoods 
(Susila, 2004; Rist et al., 2010; Rival & Levang, 2014).   Despite this, and also due to the global trend 
for increasing palm oil consumption, there is recognition of expanding smallholder involvement in the 
palm oil industry.  As such, global organisations such as the World Bank Group and the IFC 






(International Finance Corporation), have produced reports highlighting the areas in which more 
assistance could be provided to smallholders to increase their productivity and performance (Teoh, 
2010; World Bank Group, 2010; IFC, 2013).  These organisations also strongly encourage the 
engagement and consultation of smallholders and the local community to better understand their 
needs and resolve any potential conflicts (Teoh, 2010; World Bank Group, 2010; IFC, 2013).   
 
Within the Indonesian palm oil industry, private palm oil companies have becoming increasingly 
powerful players.  This is mainly due to the strong favourability displayed by the Indonesian 
government over palm oil as a panacea to Indonesian rural poverty, as well as with increasing 
decentralisation of palm oil schemes rolled out for the rural communities with greater discretion 
conferred to local officials and palm oil companies for program execution (Gillespie, 2012A).  With the 
history of strong CPO (Crude Palm Oil) prices (and hence, strong profitability) and larger resources and 
deeper expertise, much of the appeals to provide assistance and support to smallholders generally fall 
to the private palm oil companies (i.e. Teoh, 2010; World Bank Group, 2010; IFC, 2013).  In existing 
literature, smallholders are generally depicted as being comparatively disempowered compared to 
the palm oil companies (Gillespie, 2012B) and vulnerable to unfair treatment by the latter (Colchester 
& Jiwan, 2006; McCarthy et al., 2012).  It is suggested that the significant power-differentials between 
the 2 key parties of the Indonesian palm oil industry arises from a power-skewed relationship between 
the palm oil companies and the smallholders from the outset (Gillespie, 2012B), as the latter generally 
has no prior expertise in palm cultivation (Rist et al., 2010) and are dependent on the former to 
properly induct them into the agronomic practices and husbandry (Teoh, 2010), and to obtain access 
to financing sources for plantation activities (IFC, 2013).  The relationship between private palm oil 
companies and smallholder farmers have not always been positively depicted, where palm oil 
companies have been alleged to extract unfair gains at the smallholders’ expense (Colchester & Jiwan, 
2006, Rist et al., 2010, McCarthy et al., 2012).   
 
However, in recent times, Indonesian palm oil companies have been in the spotlight in a negative 
manner, not necessarily to be responsive to key smallholder issues, but rather accused as culprits for 
environmental degradation and pollution (Chaudhari & Purkayastha, 2011; Gillespie, 2012A).  This 
primarily stemmed from 2008’s wave of negative publicity and vilification of the palm oil industry by 
NGOs (Non-Governmental Organisations) such as Greenpeace, accusing palm oil companies of starting 
forest fires in the Sumatra island of Indonesia for land clearance to develop more palm plantations 
(Wright, 2009; Khor, 2011).  In order to neutralise the damage to the reputation of Indonesian palm 
oil as being unsustainable, and to avoid boycotts from international palm oil buyers, (Khor, 2011) many 
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Indonesian palm oil companies have quickly adopted new governance standards developed by both 
the RSPO (Roundtable for Sustainable Palm Oil) and the ISPO (Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil) System 
(Khor, 2011; Gillespie, 2012A).  Gillespie (2012A) argues that such actions undertaken by a growing 
number of Indonesian palm oil companies tend to be repackaged as an improved CSR program to stem 
any negative impact to bottomline, but in reality, needs to be more sincere to encompass better 
corporate governance over not just pressing environmental issues, but also over pressing smallholder 
issues. 
 
From the realities within the Indonesian palm oil industry as described above, and from existing 
literature (which will be described below), the researcher is of the view that there are gaps relating to 
social-themed CSR in Indonesia and the palm oil industry.  The study references the definition of CSR 
propounded by Carroll (1979, p.500), which “encompasses the economic, legal, ethical and 
discretionary expectations that society has of organisations at a given point of time”.  Within the palm 
oil industry, Sugino et al. (2015) and Euler et al. (2015) note that existing studies that relate to the 
responsibilities of the palm oil companies are focused on environmental issues or on land conflicts, 
whereas only handful of studies actually touch on the CSR activities carried out for farmers and the 
local community from a social perspective, i.e. Gillespie (2012B); Sugino et al. (2015).  This is somewhat 
lopsided, considering that the social theme dominates CSR research in developing countries; making 
up 65% of all studies (Amos, 2018, p.289), compared to a less prioritised environmental theme (24% 
of studies) (Amos, 2018, p.289).  According to Amos (2018), this reflects a greater urgency in 
developing countries over the issue of poverty over environment issues.  Gillespie (2012A) argued that 
within the Indonesian palm oil industry, the prioritisation of social welfare of smallholders in the 
Indonesian palm oil industry could be viewed as being less urgent, as there is an established, powerful 
narrative of the financial and welfare improvements brought about by palm plantation investment in 
local communities.   
 
Separately, Blowfield and Frynas (2005) have highlighted gaps in CSR studies in developing countries: 
where there is little knowledge of the tangible benefits of CSR intiatives for the poor and marginalised, 
and whether those parties considered as stakeholders are able to participate directly in negotiations 
of companies’ CSR agenda.  In the researcher’s view, within the Indonesian palm oil industry context, 
this highlights the paucity of research that prioritises smallholder voices and opinions, except for a 
few papers, i.e. Colchester and Jiwan (2006); IFC (2013).  In a study of the CSR activities and 
perspectives of the Indonesian palm oil companies carried out by Sugino et al. (2015), palm oil 
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companies were the main study respondents, with no indication of any smallholders having been 
invited to participate.   
 
For the reasons above, the researcher views that this study could be timely and relevant.   There are 
expectations towards the palm oil companies (who are best positioned) to contribute by assisting 
smallholders towards better performance, yet it appears that these smallholders have not had much 
opportunity to have their voices heard specifically in terms of CSR activities carried out for their 
benefit, and specific to the context and situations they face.  Perhaps these are activities that fall 
within the palm oil companies’ responsibilities that go beyond the fulfilment of palm oil companies’ 
contractual obligations of the Indonesian government palm programs designed to benefit 
smallholders, in which they have participated.  This study, thus, attempts to address these gaps and 
issues, by researching smallholder issues within their relationship with a large Indonesian palm oil 
company, in which the researcher is employed. 
 
1.2  Context of the Researchers’ Practice Environment / company  
 
The researcher’s organisation (henceforth referred to as “the POC” or the Palm Oil Company) is one 
of the largest integrated palm oil companies globally, and had been the subject of Greenpeace’s 
vilification as a culprit to environmental pollution during the incident of the 2008 transnational haze 
(Wright, 2009; Greenpeace, 2010A and 2010B; Khor, 2011).  The POC’s leadership took swift action to 
align internal operations and practices towards being environmentally conscious and responsible, 
restated its commitment to a strict zero-burning policy (Khor, 2011) and certification of its operations 
and plantation acreage (Cochrane, 2010).  Once the environmental issues were initially addressed, 
and a platform put in place to improve corporate governance in that aspect, the POC leadership 
decided to give similar attention to smallholder issues, as the organisation partners with 68,600 
smallholders (GAR, 2016, p. 11).  Although the POC had not had any major issues raised by NGOs 
regarding the treatment of smallholders and the local communities in which it operated, its leadership 
was convinced it to be prudent to look internally for any existing gaps which could be addressed.  Such 
a view was underscored by the pride in which the POC leadership took in being a responsible and 
paternalistic corporate citizen in taking care of smallholders and the local communities, in facilitating 
smallholders’ and the local communities’ elevation of socio-economic status within the palm oil value 
chain.  In the POC’s 2010 Sustainability Report (GAR, 2010, p.8), the POC leadership stated that “As a 
company based in a developing country like Indonesia, we are very aware that the growth and success 
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of our business much contribute to the development of the nation and its people, in terms of 
economic and social as well as environmental measures. 
 
This study is carried out through the lens of CSR, which thus resonates with the POC leadership, as the 
organisation recognises its responsibilities to its direct stakeholders, the smallholders, and 
purposefully seeks to carry out positive actions that would benefit these smallholders.  The scope of 
such CSR is generally defined by the organisation, based on the values propagated by its leadership 
(Matten & Moon, 2008), as well as having been shaped by the relative power positions between the 
POC and the smallholders, and the expected roles of each respective party in a patriarchal Indonesian 
business environment (Irawanto & Ramsey, 2011).  The practical objectives of the study have thus 
been reframed as allowing smallholders, being the recipients and the intended beneficiaries of the 
organisation’s CSR activities, to influence the internal CSR agenda in a way which would best address 
their issues.  The study will be carried out by the researcher, who is employed by the POC as an 
Investment specialist, and whose work is unconnected to the operations of the palm plantation and 
has no prior interaction with smallholders in the plantation.   
 
1.3 Research problem and research methodology  
 
The researcher and the POC’s leadership agree that the starting point of such a study should be 
unencumbered by existing smallholder issues (pertaining to ubiquitous land rights disagreement in 
certain plantations and locations), thus being able to commence communication and exploration in a 
more conducive manner. This allows the study to take on an exploratory nature within a specific palm 
plantation and its respective smallholders (henceforth referred to as “farmers”), and thus allowing the 
findings of the study to be utilised as key learning points across other plantations under the 
organisation’s care.    
 
The research question to be asked is “What issues are farmers facing in relation to their involvement 
in the palm oil industry, and how is the POC able to provide support?”, and with the following 
objectives: 
1. Gain an understanding of the relationships and interactions between the farmers and the POC 
operations personnel within the plantation (henceforth referred to as “POC ops personnel”), 
with primary focus of the surfacing the farmers’ voice and opinions 
2. Locate and contextualise the issues faced by farmers  




In this study, the paradigm of AR (Action Research) is utilised; as one of the study objectives is focused 
on finding ways in which the POC could provide support and assistance to the farmers in regard of 
their issues. This differs from other type of research methodologies which seek to confirm an 
understanding of social situations and draw conclusion and perhaps obtain new knowledge from the 
conclusions drawn.  For this study, action in the form of potentially resolving the issues requires 
responsiveness (Dick, 1993) to the research context and situation as additional facts, opinions, arise 
and potential impacts are considered.  Such action appears similar to that of formal trial and 
experimentation, but differs in that responsiveness is required for amendments and revisions during 
the cycle of experimentation in order to get closer to a workable solution, rather than completing the 
entire round of experimentation based on pre-agreed variables.  Hence, the AR methodology / 
paradigm is identified as the most appropriate strategy for this study.  Chapter 3 presents more details, 
explaining the AR paradigm, and how using such a non-traditional method has shaped the study.  
 
Guided by the research question and objectives above, the study focuses on gathering the opinions 
and viewpoints of the farmers as a primary focus, supported by information gathered from the POC 
ops personnel as well as the background and context of that specific palm plantation selected for the 
study.  It is envisioned that data gathered will mainly be via interviews with the farmers and the POC 
ops personnel and gaining access to relevant documents and perhaps other artefacts of the specific 
palm plantation. 
  
The report is structured as follows: Chapter 2 presents the literature review to provide the theoretical 
justification and contextual background of the research; Chapter 3 presents the research methodology 
and the detailed process of research activities.  Chapter 4 then presents the research findings and the 
results of the initiating inquiry to address farmers’ issues, while Chapter 5 presents the analysis of the 
findings and the implications on the research stakeholders, the POC and the larger industry.  Finally, 





Chapter 2. Literature Review 
 
This chapter is organised in 4 sections.  First, the theoretical framework for the study is established 
with the concept of CSR and stakeholder theory as noted in extant literature.  The subsequent sections 
will locate the study within the appropriate context of the Indonesian CSR culture and present the 
assessment of the Indonesian palm oil industry via the lenses of stakeholder theory and CSR theory.  
This will provide an understanding of the viewpoints and findings in existing literature; the gaps that 
are perceived by the researcher and thus show how the study would contribute to the body of 
knowledge. 
 
2.1  CSR and stakeholder theory as study theoretical framework  
 
The theoretical framework for this study resides within CSR theory, and supported by stakeholder 
theory.  Such a framework will not only justify and guide the study, but also aligns with sense-making 
on the part of the research participants and organisational personnel within the researcher’s practice 
environment, the POC in regard to the POC ops personnel’s participation in this study.  
 
The term CSR fundamentally points to the responsibility that corporates owe to its social constituents.  
Such responsibility was primarily established by Bowen (1953), on the recognition that corporates 
should reasonably have responsibilities to their constituents, and for the decisions made by their 
managers, beyond a profit and loss perspective.  This was strongly refuted by Friedman’s (1962) 
argument that the sole responsibility of companies lay in profit maximisation for its shareholders, to 
which fiduciary duties were owed.  The view of CSR has since encompassed the economic viability 
perspective, as noted from Carroll’s 1979 definition (presented in Chapter 1).  This definition has since 
been updated with Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology, (and with the discretionary dimension of responsibility 
being renamed as voluntary/philanthropic responsibility dimension), which proposes that the four 
dimensions of a corporate’ responsibility (economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic/voluntary) may 
be depicted as a pyramid, with the economic responsibility as a base and going upwards to each 
dimension in turn with increasing levels of corporate autonomy on the fulfilment of such 
responsibilities.  The study into CSR has since proliferated, yet currently, there exists no consensus 
definition nor consensus scope of CSR (Carroll, 1999, Dahlsrud, 2008).  This may be attributable to the 
socially constructed nature of CSR (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) of both the corporates and their 
stakeholders; as well as the context specific requirements and application of CSR (Dahlsrud, 2008) by 
the corporates and their managers.   
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In the researcher’s view, Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology is the most appropriate for the study.  This 
definition delineates the responsibilities of the corporate as expected by society in very simple and 
clear words, without including language to define the processes, scope, outcomes that have no 
consensus amongst both corporates and society alike.  Within literature and practice, viewpoints of 
CSR include the tension between instrumental and normative driven CSR (Matten & Moon, 2008; 
Spitzeck, 2013) and labels such as “corporate citizenship”, “legitimacy”, “societal relationships and 
obligations”, “well-being”, “beyond the law”, “societal norms” (Kakabadse et al. 2005), the definition 
and scope of which are open to further debate.  There are also different articulations of the goals of 
CSR in both literature and practice: having a positive impact on society (Dhiman, 2008; Freeman & 
Hasnaoui, 2011); solving societal problems through creative capitalism and sound business strategy 
(Porter & Kramer, 2006; Schwab, 2008; Galbreath, 2009); community development – traditionally 
viewed as a government function (Achda, 2006; Blowfield & Frynas 2005); gaining the social / moral 
license to operate (Manteaw, 2007; Wilburn & Wilburn, 2011); and even covering up bad deeds 
(Norman & MacDonald, 2004; Vanclay, 2004; Manteaw, 2007).  Referencing Carroll’s 1991 CSR 
typology allow for a focus on the fundamentals of CSR, which in this study, means that both farmers 
and POC ops personnel are to negotiate the responsibilities which the farmers expect from the POC 
based on their interactions and relationship, without requiring further justification of other aspects of 
CSR promulgated by others who are not part of the interactions nor relationship.  This would help the 
researcher understand the extent to which the POC’s CSR activities or behaviour is influenced by the 
societal (or stakeholder) expectation; the responsiveness to these expectations (Carroll, 1999), and 
POC leadership’s and managers’ values, and thus inform the first steps of inquiry within the POC 
towards addressing farmers’ issues. 
 
To augment the reference to Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology, the study also makes secondary reference 
to Matten and Moon’s (2008) articulation of “implicit CSR” which is driven by societal, corporate and 
individual values, norms and rules in view of a collective roles and collective interests, as opposed to 
“explicit CSR” driven by formally and deliberately articulated responsibility toward perceived societal 
interest and expectations.  With implicit CSR, corporates may simply be complying with the law or 
“customary ethics” (pp.410), yet do not author these activities in published CSR reports, and are still 
acting responsibly (Matten & Moon, 2008).  While Matten & Moon’s (2008) research was focused on 
the differences between the American and European corporate CSR culture, it appears that this may 
be applied to individual corporates, where implicit CSR may be driven primarily by internal leadership 
and employee values, and negotiated between corporate and stakeholders. 
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A study of prevailing CSR definitions carried out by Dahlsrud (2008) found 5 commonalities across 
these definitions, being the dimensions of stakeholder, social, economic, voluntariness and 
environmental aspects, the first 4 being the most dominant.  Here, stakeholder refers to individual or 
groups of stakeholders; social refers to the society, as opposed to the natural environment 
represented by the environmental element (Dahlsrud, 2008).  These elements are highlighted as the 
study focuses on the societal aspect of CSR rather than environmental aspect, pertaining to specifically 
the farmers of the POC plantation; and the stakeholder aspect – where the stakeholder is a specific 
identifiable group – the farmers of the POC plantation.  In the researcher’s view, Carroll’s 1991 CSR 
typology map out the areas of responsibilities of a corporate in relation to society, it does not define 
the constituents of society or the stakeholders to whom the responsibilities are owed.  As such, the 
theoretical framework of this study considers stakeholder theory, which provides a pragmatic manner 
of delineating the CSR activities or thought processes toward the stakeholders of the corporate. 
 
Stakeholder theory, appears to be a natural fit to the concept of CSR (Carroll, 1999), where a 
corporates’ responsibility can be delineated or organized to towards specific parties (Carroll, 1999; 
Jamali, 2008).  According to Freeman (1984), stakeholders of a firm should be the unit of analysis for 
corporate’s business strategy and activities, given that there are different parties that have a stake in; 
have influence on, or are impacted by the corporates’ activities in the pursuit of its objectives, and the 
outcomes those activities.  Adopting a stakeholder perspective crystallises the managerial 
responsibility toward acknowledging and responding to legitimate stakeholder claims (Donaldson & 
Preston, 1995) and provides clarity to managers in grasping specific stakeholder issues as opposed to 
grappling with the large yet non-consensus defined concept of CSR (Jamali, 2008).  An ideal version of 
stakeholder theory application, as clarified by Freeman (2004) and Freeman and Velamuri (2006), 
views the entire premise of a corporate to be based upon the relationships with and the responsibility 
towards its stakeholders, with ethics being intertwined with business, and that the successful 
management of such stakeholders as part of integral corporate strategy, would result in long term 
success for the corporate.   
 
The pragmatic aspect of stakeholder theory has surfaced strongly, stemming from practical issues of 
the impossibility of equalising all corporate stakeholder interests, conflicting stakeholder demands 
and opportunity costs of deploying limited corporate resources (Mitchell et al., 1997; Jamali, 2008).  
In reality, corporate decision makers do carry out value judgement exercises to analyse stakeholders’ 
salience and prioritise their claims.   Mitchell et al. (1997) propose that this is done along the 3 
stakeholder attributes of power, legitimacy and urgency, and stakeholders possessing different 
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combinations of attributes in various intensity (as assessed by managers) will be accorded varying 
levels of priority by those managers.  Mitchell et al. (1997) recognise the significance of managerial 
discretion within the management of stakeholders and impact of the perception of managers of 
stakeholder salience.  In the researcher’s view, this view probably includes, but does not directly 
address the flaws in management perception and assessment of stakeholder salience, in reality, where 
it is impossible for decision makers to have access to complete and accurate information without 
holding any misleading assumptions or bias which may result in less than optimal decisions made 
regarding specific interactions with or for corporate stakeholders.   
 
It appears that despite the original normative ideals of CSR theory and stakeholder theory, the practice 
of these in reality have been heavily guided by corporate short-termism regarding economic 
profitability.  The pragmatic application of stakeholder theory has resulted in corporates prioritising 
stakeholders who could most likely negatively impact the corporates’ activities in achieving their 
economic objectives (in the short-term time horizon), rather than stakeholders that could bear the 
most impact (of negative externalities rather than positive ones) of those activities (Goodpaster, 1991; 
Jamali, 2008).  The practice of CSR has seen corporates significantly prioritising their responsibilities 
in the economic dimension over other responsibilities (Berger et al., 2007), or practiced for 
instrumental reasons of benefiting from perceived payoffs from CSR programs (Norman & MacDonald, 
2004; Berger et al., 2007).  
 
Currently, the stakeholder perspective focuses on stakeholder management or engagement, which 
Greenwood (2007) defines as “practices that the organisation undertakes to involve stakeholders in a 
positive manner in organisational activities” (pp.317-318).  Activities of stakeholder engagement have 
evolved from relatively weak engagement forms comprising one-way information provision or 
disclosure of corporate activities from corporates to their stakeholders to stronger forms of 
information sharing and dialogue (Burchell & Cook, 2006).  Criticisms levelled of such manners of 
engagement include the form over any real substance for action or positive outcomes for the 
stakeholders and merely serve corporate ends for positive public image (Harrison & St John, 1996; 
Greenwood, 2007).  The very act of engagement itself should not automatically indicate ethical 
motives on the part of corporates, nor confer a sense that corporates and their decision makers have 
acted responsibly towards stakeholders (Greenwood, 2007).  It appears that the existing literature on 
the operationalizing of strong form stakeholder management or engagement and the outcome of such 
processes are quite thin (Burchell & Cook, 2006; Spitzeck & Hansen; 2010), which, in the researcher’s 
view, ought to be studied further.    
21 
 
Burchell and Cook (2006) found that dialogue as a form of stakeholder engagement is effective if it 
results in relationship building (trust) via mutual learning and knowledge exchange, and at the same 
time, such a process builds expectation of action amongst stakeholders.  Burchell and Cook’s (2006) 
research was carried out amongst NGO activists, who tend to have a relatively high power attribute 
and in the researcher’s view, it remains to be studied if relatively less powerful, dependent 
stakeholders could participate in such a process effectively.  Spitzeck & Hansen (2010) carried out a 
desktop review of corporate responsibility reports and indicate that few corporates voluntarily grant 
stakeholders influence on decision making process beyond conventional stakeholder dialogue or 
advisory boards, and those that more could be done to allow stakeholders to address issues important 
to them.  In the researcher’s view, perhaps corporates would be more willing to cede influence to 
stakeholders in relation to mutually agreed, specific issues, rather than across blanket stakeholder 
concerns.   
 
Roloff (2008) proposes that an issues management approach could provide corporates with more 
targeted understanding of stakeholders’ and their issues, which in turn could facilitate specific 
decision making and corporate activity.  This also shifts the focus away from the corporate-centric 
stakeholder management practices (from instrumental purposes) towards sincere collaboration with 
and participation from stakeholders, who also in turn learn about the corporate’s motivations and 
limitations (Roloff, 2008).  In the researcher’s view, this appears to be a pragmatic manner for 
managing stakeholders and their claims, with a more granular approach being achievable within the 
study.  However, according to Friedman et al., (2004) there are some areas for concern, where firstly 
issues will not emerge substantively until the impacts go beyond a tolerable threshold (from the 
corporate perspective), and secondly the relative influence and negotiation skills of the stakeholders 
(in relation to the corporate) will impact the outcomes of issue management, aligning with the 
assessment of the power attributes of stakeholder by Mitchell et al., (1997).   This is an important 
point for this study, as there is a distinct power difference between the POC, and the farmers (whose 
issues are being identified for resolution for this study). 
 
In summary, as a theoretical framework for this study, Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology establishes the 
responsibility that the POC ought to show towards its constituents; stakeholder theory (particularly 
Mitchell et al.’s (1997) stakeholder salience framework) legitimises this responsibility towards the 
farmers and the extent of responsibility being influenced by farmers; and finally the concept of issues 
management seeks to focus such responsibility on specific areas for a manageable expression of this 
responsibility.  Within the framework and existing literature, the participation of the stakeholder (in 
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this case, the palm oil plantation smallholders) has not been not conclusively established through 
practical research, although the theoretical benefits of such is expounded.  This presents a gap in 
which the study locates itself in terms of focusing research from the smallholders’ point of view.  
Figure 2A below presents an illustration of the theoretical framework juxtaposed in relation to the 
primary research entities of the POC and the farmers, and how the research question is derived from 
how these relationships are viewed through the various theoretical lenses.   
 
FIGURE 2A: VISUAL REPRESENTATION OF THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
Source: Author’s representation  
 
In the next section, the literature regarding the CSR concept in Indonesia is reviewed, to provide an 
understanding and context of how CSR is viewed and operationalised within Indonesia, as well as the 
forefront CSR issues that would inform the study findings and outcomes. 
 
2.2  The concept of CSR in Indonesia  
 
Indonesia is the first country in the world to enact a mandatory CSR regulation (Sedyono, 2007; Rosser 
& Edwin, 2010) in 2007, requiring companies operating in or relating to the natural resource space to 
budget for “Environment and Social Responsibility” practices (Law 40/2007, Article 74, on Limited 
Liability Companies).  The enactment of such a law did not reflect an enlightened state of self-interest 
in doing good on the part of corporates in Indonesia (Rosser & Edwin, 2010; Gayo, 2012).  Rather, the 
law is a necessity (Gayo, 2012) to ensure the companies acted responsibly within society (Waagstein, 
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2011), and came about as result of varied interests of local communities, which struggle against the 
malpractices of corporates (Achda, 2006), and the more predatory elements of the political parties 
seeking to control economic resources generated by corporate business activities (Rosser & Edwin, 
2010).  Within the Indonesian business context, there is a long history of corporates “getting away 
with” unethical business practices (Kemp, 2001, p.6), profiteering at the expense of the local peoples 
and communities, where the web of patronage, monopolies, power concentration and mix of business 
and politics gave rise to a dominant business elite, accumulating wealth often at the expense of those 
less powerful to oppose them, and even resorting to threats and violence to quell any complaints of 
exploitation or malpractices (Kemp, 2001; Achda, 2006).  Such business wrongdoing became an 
inevitability for the local communities (Kemp, 2001), but gradually from the late 1990s, voices from 
both NGOs and local communities seeking redress for injustices suffered surfaced, drawing attention 
to the unfortunate social and environmental incidents caused by direct consequences of business 
malpractices (Kemp, 2001; Achda, 2006; Rosser & Edwin, 2010). 
 
Indonesia being a country with a large pool of low cost labour, as well as being rich in natural 
resources, thus attracted Multi-National Corporations seeking to exploit and extract opportunities 
within these sectors (Kemp, 2001).  As such, most of the negative publicity from NGOs commencing 
1992/1993 are focused upon the human rights abuses (Kemp, 2001, p.11) and environmental damage 
within the manufacturing and natural resource extraction sectors (Waagstein, 2011).  Today, while 
businesses still remain profit-centric and maintain strong political ties shielding them from 
repercussions of wrongdoing, it appears that the general public are more aware and vocal of the CSR 
concept (Achda, 2006; Rosser & Edwin, 2010).  Local corporates are similarly more discerning of public 
and societal expectations regarding CSR practices, although much room remains for improvement in 
widespread acceptance and implementation quality (Achda, 2006).  Based on Indonesia’s paternalistic 
culture, together with the “gotong royong” (Sharma, 2013) communal sense of mutual reciprocity and 
assistance, large local corporates are likely to have a history of philanthropy and community 
development (Rosser & Edwin, 2010; Sharma, 2013), owing to the paternalistic and patronage culture 
in Indonesia (Irawanto, 2011)  However, strong criticism levelled at such practices include the intent 
of businesses in use such channels to seek patronage from governmental or military officials 
(Koestoer, 2007; Rosser & Edwin, 2010), and the ad hoc implementation of CSR initiative resulting in 
the possible absolution of corporate responsibility towards ethical business conduct (Sharma, 2013) 




Today, CSR practices in Indonesia are largely carried out by corporates for the purpose of attaining the 
“social licence to operate” from local communities and local governments (Susilowati & Dewi, 2014).  
This encompasses reputational and image building (Susilowati & Dewi, 2014) while seeking support 
and protection from local communities regarding in regards of corporate business operations 
(Prayogo, 2013) and generally constitutes economic or welfare distributions and monetary 
philanthropy made towards the local communities (Prayogo, 2013; Susilowati & Dewi, 2014).  From 
the perspective of the local community, this is viewed as distributional justice (Prayogo, 2013), where 
firstly, local communities believe they have a rightful share to the gains and profits derived from their 
traditional land (Koestoer, 2007; Prayogo, 2013), and secondly, the distributions are a means of partial 
offsetting of the harm or detrimental effects inflicted by companies’ business operations (Waagstein, 
2011).  Such CSR practices are criticised as being convenient and easy to perform, without any real 
interest on the part of the corporates’ for sincere development of local communities (Kemp, 2001; 
Achda, 2006).  From another perspective, NGOs and activists groups, both foreign and local, continue 
to take on the causes of less powerful or even silent interests, with organised and widespread publicity 
(Rosser & Edwin, 2010), to “punish” errant corporates, as illustrated in the incidents described in 
Chapter 1.  
  
In the next two sections (2.3 and 2.4), the literature regarding the stakeholder theory and CSR concept 
in Indonesia palm oil industry is reviewed, so as to provide an understanding and context of how the 
theoretical framework as discussed in Section 2.1 is viewed and operationalised within Indonesian 
palm oil industry, as well as the forefront issues that would inform the study findings and outcomes. 
 
2.3  Assessing the palm oil corporates and smallholders via stakeholder theory  
 
In the Indonesian palm oil industry, smallholders are indeed key stakeholders, as they are directly 
involved in the palm oil production chain, and accounting for a rather substantial 38% of total palm 
oil production in 2011 (IFC, 2013, p.8).  Utilising Mitchell et al.’s (1997) stakeholder salience 
framework, Calvano (2008) notes that in the context of the Indonesian natural resources industry, 
local participants and communities involved in the corporate’s business activity of natural resource 
extraction generally embody the attributes of legitimacy and urgency, while clearly lacking the third 
attribute of power, mainly in relation to other stakeholders of the corporate.  In developing countries, 
where stakeholders are prioritised based on instrumental considerations (Jamali, 2008), this would 
imply low managerial attention accorded to smallholder, which are deemed as relatively less powerful 
compared to other stakeholders such as NGOs (Gillespie, 2012B).  The attribute of power can be 
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compared between smallholders in relation to the larger palm oil companies.  Gillespie (2012B) 
observes that the power dynamics within the palm plantation network leans heavily towards the 
plantation companies, favouring their position greatly, while smallholders are comparatively 
disempowered and occupy the lowest position in the power structure. There are a few ways in which 
the power position of the plantation companies is established.   
 
First, widespread narrative of the positive impacts of palm plantation in bringing about individual 
farmer and community welfare improvements, the importance of attracting investment from 
plantation companies to replicate these successes, has become a powerful one bought into by local 
villages, district officials and individual farmers (Gillespie, 2012A).  Individuals, communities and even 
local government officials are eager and enthusiastic to welcome palm plantations in their areas 
(Feintrenie et al., 2010; Rist et al., 2010).  This inadvertently thrusts the plantation companies in a 
preferential position with higher bargaining power (Gillespie, 2012A) to negotiate better terms for 
itself and being less favourable for the farmer and local communities in general (McCarthy et al., 
2012).   
 
Second, farmers generally have little knowledge or comprehension of the changes that would occur 
following their involvement in palm plantations (Gillespie, 2012B); resulting in their disempowerment 
at the very outset (Gillespie, 2012B).  In addition, local officials could be complicit in projecting 
optimism and exaggerating supernormal returns while simultaneously downplaying the risks and 
responsibilities of the all parties (Rist et al., 2010), to secure local communities’ acquiescence in 
accepting plantation companies’ offer to development palm plantations in their areas (Colchester & 
Jiwan, 2006; Gillespie, 2012B).  This is exacerbated by farmers’ lack of reading plantation contracts 
(Rist et al., 2010), their poor understanding of contractual terms (Rist et al., 2010; Teoh, 2010), and 
their lack of awareness of their legal rights and enforcements of those rights (Rist et al., 2010).  
Furthermore, farmers generally have no prior expertise in palm cultivation (Rist et al., 2010) and are 
generally dependent on plantation companies to properly induct them into the agronomic practices 
and husbandry (Teoh, 2010).   
 
Third, even as farmers produce FFB (fresh fruit bunches) that can technically be sold to the open 
market, they are generally bound (by contractual or other means) to sell their product to the partner 
plantation companies’ processing mill (Colchester & Jiwan, 2006).  Farmers are constrained by the 
perishability of the FFB product, which needs to be processed for CPO within 48 hours of harvest in 
order to avoid a build-up of undesirable free fatty acid levels beyond acceptability by mills (Colchester 
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& Jiwan, 2006; IFC, 2013).  With the plantation companies mills being the sole offtaker of farmers’ 
entire FFB production, and consequently farmers being tied to mills (IFC, 2013), many mills are able 
to practice a monopsonistic arrangement to the detriment of farmers (Gillespie, 2012A; McCarthy et 
al., 2012),  practice with price manipulation (Colchester & Jiwan, 2006) and even influencing other 
logistical aspects of FFB delivery to the mills such as extracting fee for officially recording FFB delivery 
or (Colchester & Jiwan, 2006).   
 
Finally, the power asymmetry within the plantation could be a direct result of a lack of a strong state 
presence and influence within the local context (McCarthy et al., 2012), where farmers rights and 
causes are not sufficiently prioritised (McCarthy et al., 2012). This could be exacerbated by the 
“invisible rule” (Achda, 2006, p.299) in Indonesia which allows powerful corporates and individuals to 
influence the bureaucratic processes to their advantage, either gaining immunity from local concerns 
(Achda, 2006; Rival & Levang, 2014) and discouraging local authorities in protecting local rights 
altogether (McCarthy et al., 2012).    
 
The lack of power attribute of smallholders can be sharply contrasted against the more powerful and 
influential NGO stakeholders (Calvano, 2008), who have made environmental concerns the major 
agenda of the palm oil industry (Sugino et al., 2015) with a resultant less spotlight on other land 
conflicts and social issues (Sugino et al., 2015). Similarly, Moreno-Peñaranda et al. (2015) note in their 
study to understand the perspectives of stakeholders in relation to the sustainable production of palm 
oil in Indonesian, that “to the authors best knowledge there is a lack of studies that empirically capture 
the perceptions of different RSPO stakeholders as they relate to palm sustainability” (p.31), referring 
to the infrequent consultation of the independent oil palm producers (smallholder) and the local 
community that were seldom consulted, compared to the more vocal NGOs. Such a trend in the 
Indonesian palm oil space runs counter to the general literature of CSR in developing countries, where 
Amos (2018) found that environmental concerns are a distant second to the primary concerns of social 
issues.   
 
It is possible, in the researcher’s view, that amongst other factors that could result in the lopsided 
investigation into social issues, given that smallholders’ involvement in the palm oil industry already 
materialises significant socio-economic benefits for the smallholders.  Calvano (2008) echoes this 
viewpoint where economic benefits accruing to local communities results in silent acceptance of other 
adverse situations, and any grievances are viewed as ingratitude on the part of those local 
communities.  Even if these stakeholders were consulted, Gillespie (2012B) expressed scepticism that 
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these consultations were structured to prioritise the larger and more powerful stakeholder’s concerns 
rather than genuinely surfacing the area of concerns of the smallholders / local community or 
translating these concerns into action.  While there is general consensus in extant literature that 
smallholders / local communities should be engaged and communicated with, in order to reduce 
possible conflicts (Blowfield & Frynas, 2005; Sugino et al., 2015), there are few studies actually 
incorporating the opinions and viewpoints of the smallholders and the local communities in terms of 
influencing the corporate CSR agenda.   
 
2.4  Assessing the Indonesian palm industry through CSR lens 
 
The financial impact of the palm oil plantation proliferation on rural sectors in Indonesia has been the 
most positive aspect of the palm oil industry.  For many individual palm plantation farmers, being 
involved in the palm industry has brought about significant wealth and improvement in socio-
economic wellbeing and livelihoods (Rist et al., 2010; Rival & Levang, 2014).  Rural income levels and 
asset holdings for palm farmers’ households have been positively impacted (Susila, 2004), thus largely 
justifying the palm plantation development programs as an effective means for alleviation of rural 
poverty (Susila, 2004, McCarthy, 2010).  In addition, the peoples and local communities living in the 
surrounding areas of palm plantations also benefit considerably with spill-over economic growth, 
employment, increased income levels and even infrastructure and community development (World 
Growth, 2011; Budidarsono et al., 2013).  In the researcher’s view, using Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology, 
with the palm oil companies fulfilling their legal responsibilities (set out in government palm 
programs), the baseline outcome for smallholders would generally be positive. 
 
However, some errant plantation companies have taken advantage of the power inequalities between 
themselves and the smallholders to extract gains at the expense of the smallholders (McCarthy et al., 
2012), ignore or suppress any dissent (Gillespie, 2012B), running counter to CSR expectations. There 
have been many anecdotes of aggrieved farmers or local community members who allege unfair 
treatment by plantation companies and local district authorities and officials (Colchester & Jiwan, 
2006).  Disputes over land ownership and fairness of land compensation are major issues raised by 
farmers and/or local communities (Colchester & Jiwan, 2006; Gillespie 2012A), where many cases 
appear to arise under the later palm development KKPA and Pola Kemitraan programs, which could 
be attributed to lower government intervention compared to older NES programs (Sugino et al., 2015).  
Other key areas of dissatisfaction include the predicament of the loan burden on farmers (Colchester 
& Jiwan, 2006; Rist et al., 2010, Teoh, 2010); the underhand tactics that plantation companies engage 
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in during the FFB grading and sales process that result in generally lower FFB sales proceeds to be paid 
to farmers (Colchester & Jiwan, 2006); the seemingly deliberate practice of opaqueness in important 
areas such as FFB price and pricing methods, deductions or penalties from FFB sale proceeds, loan 
repayment mechanics (Colchester & Jiwan, 2006); the lack of support from plantation companies to 
farmers’ problems and perhaps even the suppression of dissent (Colchester & Jiwan, 2006; Gillespie, 
2012B).  Many of these accounts illustrate the feelings of palm farmers that the palm upstream 
industry structure is being manipulated by the plantation companies or local district officials at the 
expense of the farmers, thus resulting in these farmers being unable to experience the socio-economic 
improvements that were expected to come with palm plantation development (Colchester & Jiwan, 
2006).  Other issues raised by NGOs related to those of health and safety, or even the exploitation of 
child labour and other unfair labour practices (Colchester & Jiwan, 2006; Teoh, 2010).  In the 
researcher’s view, (and using Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology), while these actions may fulfil the economic 
responsibility dimension; be ambiguous from a legal responsibility perspective (owing to possibly 
undefine grey areas which are open to exploitation); certainly, do not fulfil the responsibilities of the 
ethical dimension.  Rist et al. (2010) however, note that the negative anecdotes from farmers with 
bad experiences or grievances have been disproportionally highlighted as compared to the success 
stories, and Rival & Levang (2014) note that any accounts which are remotely deemed to be negative 
are quickly amplified and publicised by NGOs. 
 
To understand how CSR is operationalised within the palm plantation and palm oil industry in general, 
Sugino et al. (2015) studied the CSR agendas of large palm oil companies (who were also members of 
GAPKI (Gabungan Pengusaha Kelapa Sawit, translated as the Association of Palm Oil Companies in 
Indonesia).  It was found that the research participants were all fully cognizant of the concept of CSR 
and practised some form of CSR activity to benefit smallholders and the local communities.  In that 
study, the top three type of CSR activities carried out (carried out by more than 50% of respondents) 
included (i) infrastructure development (for instance hospital and school building) which can be used 
by the communities; (ii) education support for local communities (and (iii) existence of a unit or special 
staff for CSR in the company.  From the researcher’s point of view, the first 2 activities relate directly 
and tangibly to providing benefits to the local community, and using Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology, fulfils 
squarely the philanthropic responsibility dimension.  However, the researcher’s organisation’s 
plantation operations personnel provided an alternative perspective, explaining that such these 
activities are at times carried out by palm oil companies to benefit their staff and families assigned to 
work in these previously undeveloped areas, and would likely be part of requirements stated in 
employment arrangement for access to infrastructure and services and having connectivity to nearby 
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town centres.  The benefits enjoyed by smallholders and local communities could possibly be viewed 
partly as positive externalities to the palm oil companies’ obligations towards their employees, in 
addition to CSR activities directed to these smallholders and local communities.  For the purpose of 
reputational optics and gaining a social license to operate, palm oil companies are likely to present 
these as part of their CSR agenda and exhibiting responsibility towards smallholders and the local 
communities.   
 
In the researcher’s view, that there can be socially responsible activities carried out by the companies 
for the benefit of the local communities or the smallholders, but these are ultimately dictated by the 
companies themselves, and may be a spillover effect of the company’s business activities.  
Furthermore, critics argue that such CSR agendas could be viewed as uncritical and uncollaborative 
implementation of local communities’ development activities (Idemudia, 2008; Owen & Kemp, 2013).  
This implies that the stakeholders may not actually have been consulted directly for what exactly is 
needed by them.  In the researcher’s opinion, there are 2 important points for considerations that 
perhaps this study could answer: Firstly, from the perspective of palm oil companies, should positive 
outcomes enjoyed by smallholders and local communities be counted towards the fulfilment of a 
purposeful CSR agenda or are simply a result of successful business operations, which had not 
purposefully caused the positive outcomes as part of its primary business objective and strategy?  Who 
should decide this?  Secondly, does the strong narrative of palm oil involvement being beneficial to 
those rural poor and specifically involved smallholders, cause palm oil companies to justify that there 
is no further “value” to be added to the smallholders?   
 
2.5  The direction towards participation and CSR in Indonesian palm oil 
 
With the Indonesian government continuing to proliferate palm plantation development as a social 
agenda, and with palm plantation companies being involved as partners to the farmers in these 
programs, in the researcher’s view, there is much potential to realising “CSR actualisation in the form 
of community development” (Achda, 2006, p.303).  International agencies such as the World Bank 
Group increasingly realise the roles that private sector companies can play and thus contribute to the 
improvement to rural farmers’ livelihoods (World Bank Group, 2010; IFC, 2013), and are seeking to 
actively engage plantation companies in such matters.   Reports such as Mahmud et al. (2010); Teoh 
(2010); IFC (2013) are diagnostic in having studied the performance and situation of smallholders and 
make specific recommendations in the areas where smallholders could be provided more support 
from the private sector, but do not subsume these suggestions as part of any CSR agenda. Also, the 
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researcher observed that those reports are focused on accentuating palm oil companies’ capacity for 
positive affirmatory actions while carefully undertaking a non-accusatory tone to highlight the risks 
faced by palm oil participants rather than framing these as specific incidents of breaches of negative 
injunctions of not causing harm.  This highlights a generally undisputed acknowledgement over the 
positive social developmental outcomes that have been and will likely continue to be delivered with 
governments continuing their enthusiasm for promoting the palm oil.  It remains important that the 
social development and poverty alleviation aspect of the palm oil industry is not simply conflated with 
CSR on the part of palm oil companies, as this gives confers unnecessary levels of power and discretion 
to palm oil companies (Gillespie, 2012A), which may be exercised to the detriment of local farmers 
and communities (Gillespie, 2012A).   
 
The next logical step points towards the necessary and sincere invitation to have farmers and local 
communities (being the envisioned beneficiaries of the CSR) actively participate in shaping the CSR 
activities in each context and situation (Achda, 2006; Gillespie, 2012A; Gillespie, 2012B; Moreno-
Peñaranda et al., 2015).  This is where the study aims to make an impact, by seeking to understand 
the context of the farmers within the plantation, and invite them to jointly define the CSR activities 
from an issues-management perspective or provide suggestions for areas for improvement, together 
with the organisation.   
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Chapter 3. Methodology 
 
Research philosophies 
This study, together with its researcher, is committed to the ontology of relativism and the 
epistemology of social constructionism; and hence takes the position that reality is composed of 
multiple and subjective “truths” held by various individuals or groups, and that the study of such truths 
requires the understanding and appreciation how reality is construction by these individuals or groups 
via their experiences and the meanings ascribed to these experiences; their values and assumptions, 
as well as the interrelationships amongst these individuals or groups (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).  
Theory or patterns of meaning are then inductively developed of the studied reality (Creswell, 2013).  
This study is exploratory in nature and the reality being investigated includes 2 groups, each with 
distinct characteristics, experiences, and relative levels of power (in relation to the other group), and 
as such presents an appropriate fit to epistemology of social constructionism.  An understanding of 
the research context and uncovered problems would be inductively developed from the analysis of 
each group’s point of view.  
 
This study’s commitment to the stated ontology and epistemology are in contrast with the positions 
of realism and positivism, in which reality is believed to be constituted as an objective, singular truth; 
and components of such a reality are studied using objective measurement of scale.   Any 
interrelationships or patterns amongst these components are discovered with statistical means 
(Easterby-Smith et al., 2012), and subsequently assessed against a pre-established hypothesis in a 
deductive manner of theory testing and confirmation (Creswell, 2013).  The researcher is of the view 
that adopting a positivistic stance for this study would not be appropriate.  Firstly, no general theory 
defining the relationship between palm plantation smallholders and palm oil companies, or defining 
the problems faced by palm plantation farmers, has been proposed in literature nor has been 
uncovered.  Secondly, there are no known variables or a complete set of variables that can be tested 
because few studies have been performed with smallholder farmers as primary subjects of study, as 
mentioned in the Chapter 2.   
 
The research strategy thus has to be appropriate to the subjectivist paradigm, and at the same time, 
be able to address the problem-seeking and -solving objectives at the heart of the inquiry.  It is for 
these reasons that Action Research (“AR”) has been identified as the most appropriate strategy to be 




Research as an organisational insider research 
In this study, the researcher is an organisational insider as an employee, within a different department 
from the main research setting of the palm oil plantation.  According to Coghlan (2001), the different 
roles undertaken (employee and researcher) could result in ambiguity and conflict, with the 
researcher having to balance the expectations and norms from an organisational perspective, with the 
justification and aims from a personal perspective.   
 
The stakeholder-centric nature of the research (ie. focusing on farmer issues and voices) may or may 
not be aligned with the POC’s current engagement with the farmers, or the POC’s priorities.  As such, 
the justifications for this research must be clearly linked to organisation impact and outcomes.  
Framing of such issues as opportunities could result in more positive perception and thus higher 
acceptance of the research (Coughlan, 2001).   Thereafter, the research outcomes and proposed 
actions (if any) could present a challenge to the boundaries of existing POC-farmer relationship and 
responsibilities.  From the POC’s perspective, change may or may not be enthusiastically embraced, 
depending on various factors: assessing cost and benefit; ingrained values and assumptions; 
pervasiveness of organisational norms; etc.   Thus, as posited by Coghlan & Holian (2007), the 
researcher has to make choices regarding which role takes precedence at various points of the 
research, and be aware of the influence he places on the direction of the research based on the 
different roles of researcher and employee.  This is even more consequential given the utilisation of 
AR as a research paradigm, with a clear goal towards action for betterment (further discussed in 
Section 3.1 below).   As such, the researcher explicitly considers the implications of an insider 
researcher role by clarifying the political aspects of the research (discussed in Section 3.2 below); and 
rationalises the challenge to an organisational view with precedence given to the tenets of AR 
(discussed in Section 4.3 below).   
 
This chapter is organised to first introduce the AR methodology and philosophy, justifying AR as the 
most appropriate research strategy, and describing the planned operationalisation of AR for the study.  
Thereafter, the research setting and entry are presented, followed by a detailed description of the 
actual research process.  The ethical considerations for the study are then discussed.  Finally, rounding 
back to the strategy of AR, the chapter details the manner in which the operationalisation of AR has 





3.1  AR as the strategy for the proposed study  
 
3.1.1 What is AR   
 
AR is defined by Reason & Bradbury (2001, p.1) as “a participatory, democratic process concerned with 
developing practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a 
participatory worldview … [and] seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, in 
participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern to people, 
and more generally the flourishing of individual persons and their communities.”  The emphasis has 
been added to key elements of AR, for further elaboration below.  
 
The first element of AR pertains to the “pursuit of worthwhile human purposes” and the “flourishing 
of individual persons and communities”; reflecting the ingrained belief that social research should be 
carried out for the purpose of improvement in social practices or the situation under study (Brydon-
Miller et al., 2003; Greenwood & Levin, 2007; Easterby-Smith et al., 2012) or the solving of social 
problems (Brydon-Miller et al., 2003; Greenwood & Levin, 2007).  This puts an expectation of a positive 
value to research where issues of worth and significance to people and communities (Reason & 
Bradbury, 2001; Brydon-Miller et al., 2003; Greenwood & Levin, 2007) and studied; and human 
situation are explored and understood with the aim of bringing about positive social change.  Brydon-
Miller et al. (2003) noted that many AR scholars, view this element of AR results in AR being a more 
satisfying form of research than traditional positivistic research.  
 
The second element of AR pertains to “participatory, democratic process”, illustrating the subjectivism 
and social constructionism epistemologies of the AR research philosophy (Cassell & Johnson, 2006), 
taking the position that knowledge is characteristically value-laden and generated from human 
interaction within human systems (Brydon-Miller et al, 2003).  In order to bring about change in such 
systems, it is foundational that members of the system participate in the inquiry process (Brydon-
Miller et al., 2003; Herr & Anderson, 2005; Greenwood & Levin, 2007), contributing contextual and 
situational knowledge, collaboratively constructing new understandings and determining the nature 
and extent of any remedial or developmental action to be taken. (Brydon-Miller et al., 2003; 
Greenwood & Levin, 2007; Coghlan & Brannick, 2010).  The notion of democracy is linked closely the 
intent towards the equalisation of power amongst inquiry participants across different levels of the 
system hierarchy, where opinions and viewpoints are given equal attention and weightage (Herr & 




The third element of AR pertains to the “pursuit of practical solutions” which is embodied in practical 
knowing in dealing with daily tasks and discovering workable solutions to problems (Coghlan & 
Brannick, 2010).  AR practitioners strongly posit that knowledge which is high in practicality can be 
utilised to achieve positive social change (Brydon-Miller et al., 2003), and more importantly, such 
practical knowledge should be derived from a democratic and participative process from those inside 
the studied environment (Greenwood & Levin, 2007) rather than being imposed by a theoretical 
expert outsider. 
 
The fourth key element of AR pertains to “action and reflection”, which refers to the cycles of inquiry 
performed by the members of the research or the studied environment, encompassing the iterative 
cycles of fact-finding, planning action and taking action (Coghlan, 2011).  This is important to the AR 
philosophy, as practical knowing has to encompass “reflexive attentiveness to unfolding contextual 
dynamics is central to both understanding and action” (Coghlan, 2011, p.61).  Such reflexiveness helps 
to both assess the initial outcomes of action taken for feedback as to further improve, as well as to 
understand the underlying reasons for the workability or why not, and brings about a level of 
awareness (Johnson & Duberley, 2003; Easterby-Smith, et al. 2012).  This is related to learning on the 
part of the members of the research, and mirrors Mezirow’s (1991) typology of the learning cycle, in 
which deeper levels of reflection could result in different levels of learning, in areas of content, process 
and premise.   
 
Another important element of AR, (not mentioned in the above definition), pertains to “emergence” 
(Susman & Evered, 1978; Reason & Bradbury, 2001), which according to AR scholars, allows members 
of the research to determine for themselves (in a participative and democratic manner) the areas for 
exploration and the outcomes of the research (Greenwood & Levin, 2007), and should not be solely 
dictated by solely by any one party.  This points to the flexibility within the research process to either 
amend the focus areas or even change the direction of the research (Dick, 1993; Herr and Anderson, 
2005), in response to the needs or demands of the members of the research (Coghlan & Brannick, 
2010).  This also means that members of the research have to maintain an open-minded perspective 






3.1.2 Justification of using the AR platform for the study  
 
The first justification of utilising the AR platform for the study, originates from the researcher’s 
personal desire of bringing about positive change and adding value within his organisation; this being 
an important reason for the study’s sponsors’ in justifying researcher access into the study’s research 
environment. The “value” that the researcher envisioned went beyond an exploratory research 
objective of uncovering and investigating the problems that farmers faced on the ground; and had to 
encompass action to address those problems.  While there are other research strategies that focus on 
uncovering and understanding meanings, for e.g. phenomenology or narrative ethnography, there is 
no commitment to any action on the researched situation thereafter. 
 
The second justification pertains to the flexibility and responsiveness that AR offers as a research 
paradigm (Dick, 1993).  The researcher is aware that the exploratory element of the study would result 
in fluidity of problem definition and solution crafting and implementation (Herr & Anderson, 2005).  
Due to this, and in view of limitations to resources and access, the study would be unable to carry out 
experimentation under laboratory conditions, nor rigidly adhere to a fixed research hypothesis.  The 
research also believed that the study sponsors would willingly sanction such experimentation without 
concrete value added.  Instead, the study had to be flexible for any modification during the research 
process in order to be responsive to (and prioritising) the needs of the study participants for whom 
the study is carried out, and who would be most impacted by the solution outcomes.   
  
The third justification pertains to the necessity of practical knowledge gained from the study, in 
relation to the process by which a solution emerges via collaboration from farmers and POC ops 
personnel, and in relation to the eventual solution that crafted from participative negotiation and 
ultimately implemented.  Such knowledge would account for the details of the research context in 
order for action to generate a positive outcome.  This departs from the conventional methods of 
research, which puts little or no emphasis on how knowledge gained from research is put to practical 
use (Herr & Anderson, 2005). 
 
3.1.3  Operationalisation AR methods for the study  
 
AR is operationalised in the study in address two parts to the research question.  The first part is 
connected to understanding the issues farmers are facing; and the second part is connected to having 
the organisation (the researcher’s practice environment) take action to address these issues (together 
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with inputs from the farmers).  The planned AR process of data collection and analysis for the first 
part, and action-reflection cycles for the second, will be briefly described below. 
 
As a recap, the research question to be asked is “What issues are farmers facing in relation to their 
involvement in the palm oil industry, and how is the POC able to provide support?”, and with the 
following objectives: 
1. Gain an understanding of the relationships and interactions between the farmers and the POC 
operations personnel within the plantation (henceforth referred to as “POC ops personnel”), 
with primary focus of the surfacing the farmers’ voice and opinions 
2. Locate and contextualise the issues faced by farmers  
3. Initiate the first steps of inquiry within the POC toward the addressing of the farmers’ issues 
 
Data collection strategy 
First, research groundwork will be performed; this is crucial to aid in the identification of specific and 
salient issues that are of concern (Kelly, 2005) to participants, and provide an understanding to the 
context for their narratives and in which the issues exist.   
 
Thereafter, data collection will be carried out, the primary method being interviews conducted with 
the individuals or groups, in whom meanings and opinions of the research context reside.  Interviews 
allow these individuals to express their viewpoints, beliefs and assumptions and for the researcher 
the opportunity to gain access to these insights (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).  For this study, the semi-
structured interviews will be carried out, where open-ended questions about pre-determined topics 
are first presented to allow interview participants to express themselves freely, and subsequently, 
questions directing (and narrowing) the interview to more interesting areas will be asked to elicit more 
details from the interview participants.  The researcher is aware that asking loaded questions that 
could potentially influence the interview participants’ responses (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012) and 
these will be avoided; a sample of the interviewing tools / questionnaire is presented in Appendix F.  
Also, depending on the comfort levels of the interview participants, group interviews may be carried 
out instead of individual interviews, to allow interview participants more ease to open up with their 
viewpoints (Charmaz & Belgrave, 2012; Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).   
 
To augment these, observations will be conducted to gain first hand understanding of the individual’s 
reality in the research context, and the interrelationships amongst the groups where meanings reside 
(Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).  Data from these observations is primarily generated from the 
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researcher’s own notes, pertaining to meanings and relationships gleaned from observations of 
language / words used in descriptions, interactions amongst the groups of individuals; unspoken but 
observable body language, tone, reaction, and changes of such (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).  The 
researcher is aware that such data is dependent on the researchers’ own interpretation and 
prioritisation of specific observations and ascribing meaning to those observations considered worthy 
of being recorded.  Other types of data planned for collection would include supporting documents 
containing historical facts and figures, contractual obligations in agreements and photographs 
documenting old artefacts which may no longer exist in the present setting. 
 
Figure 3A: Mahmud et al.  (2010) Framework: Factors Affecting Smallholder Development, below, has 
been identified by the author as a useful reference to guide the data collection during discussions with 
farmers to uncover issues faced by them.   
 
FIGURE 3A: Mahmud et al. (2010) FRAMEWORK: FACTORS AFFECTING SMALLHOLDER 
DEVELOPMENT 
 
This framework is obtained from the Mahmud et al.  (2010) report “Improving the livelihoods of Palm 
Oil Smallholders: The Role of the Private Sector”, in which 3 major categories of factors were found to 
affect smallholder (farmers) livelihoods: (i) Agronomic factors; (ii) Supply chain factors; and (iii) 
Enabling Environment factors.  Within each category, there is further delineation to the specific areas, 
which the Mahmud et al.  (2010) report has identified as gaps where private sector palm oil companies 
may be able to assist smallholders, in order to improve the latter’s performance and livelihoods.  
(Further explanations of the individual areas are presented in Appendix C.  The author intends to utilise 
this framework to facilitate the study participant farmers structure their thought processes and 
articulation of issues, while at the same time, encouraging discussions of issues outside of this 
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framework.   These data collected will be analysed in order to understand the context and background 
in which farmer issues exist, and the farmers’ perspective of the issues and their own position in 
relation to these issues.   
 
Data analysis strategy 
Herr and Anderson (2005) advise that data analysis should be carried out immediately post data 
collection, as such analysis will inform the subsequent data gathering and guide the direction of the 
research as well.  Data analysis will be carried out utilising strategies derived from grounded theory, 
which is a “systematic method for conducting theoretical analysis from data, with explicit analytic 
strategies and implicit guidelines for data collection”. (Charmaz & Belgrave, 2012, p.2).  Charmaz and 
Belgrave (2012) note that it has become more common for researchers to utilise the strategies from 
grounded theory in the application of data analysis alone, without integrating the grounded theory 
processes of data collection, interviewing or even having applied the full range of analytical 
procedures (for example, Teti et al., 2010).  Such studies essentially seek the conceptualisation and 
abstraction of data as an output, while carrying out selective analytical procedures to do so.  Teti et 
al. (2010) illustrates the successful utilisation of the coding and memo writing strategies of grounded 
theory to analyse data collected from interviews to augment the researcher’s understanding of the 
results of quantitative surveys carried out previously.  Such an approach would also be utilised for this 
study, given that AR methodology has already determined at the outset.   
 
The data collected from interviews will go through line-by-line open coding, with no preconceptions 
of codes or meanings, although from a constructivist viewpoint, the researcher acknowledges his 
presence in the data interpretation process (Charmaz & Belgrave, 2012).  These initial codes generated 
would reflect the meanings (as interpreted by the researcher) that the interview participants are 
conveying in their narrations.  Thereafter, these initial codes are further conceptually condensed in 
their meanings and subsumed into focused codes, which are more “abstract, general and analytically 
incisive” that the initial codes and represent recurring meanings expressed in the interview data 
(Charmaz & Belgrave, 2012, p.15).  Finally, focused codes of similar characteristics are grouped to form 
categories.  Memo-writing by the researcher, will document in detail, the “researcher’s ideation” 
(Holton, 2007) during the data analysis process.  This allows the researcher to explain the rationale 
behind the synthesis of focused codes, the conceptualisation of categories and linkages between 
categories, as well as to present evidence from the data for these analyses (Charmaz & Belgrave, 




Operationalising intervention or contemplated action 
Any proposed intervention is based on the data gathered and conclusions drawn from the analysis of 
the data, and these informing the nature and process of any contemplated action.  The element of a 
“participatory, democratic process” will be crucial for this process; where both research participants 
from the farmer group and the POC engage in meaning-making of the data gathered and collaborate 
in crafting of a solution to address identified farmers’ problems based on the needs and expectations 
of all parties; and being acceptable in most part to bother parties by addressing at least the majority 
of the issues identified by farmers within the POC’s reasonable resources limitations.  The researcher 
acknowledges that the research question assumes that most of the responsibility of implementing any 
solution falls to the POC, which is the more powerful party capable of carrying out any remedial 
actions. This, in turn, is framed under the tenet of CSR in justifying such contemplated actions.  The 
process is envisioned to take place between both parties with the researcher as facilitator who would 
attempt to stay the course of AR principals.  Additionally, with due considerations given to the power 
differential between the parties, any mutual engagement between parties would be carried out in a 
“safe” environment of a townhall meeting, where large farmer attendance may provide some security 
in individuals providing inputs or voicing their concerns.   
 
The action-reflection cycles will be performed throughout the entire research process in both 
informal/formal and micro/macro ways.  This means that through reflection and analysis, the 
researcher could cause the research participants to think more deeply about the data findings and the 
meanings ascribed to past and current situations; reassess / challenge their assumptions of the 
situation and of the other party, and take steps to intervene purposefully or to drive the research in a 
more meaningful direction.  
 
3.2  Research entry and setting 
 
Entry into the research setting, positionality and politics 
Herr and Anderson (2005) and Dick (1993) highlight the importance of stating clearly the researcher’s 
position within the research and the manner in which the entry into the actual research setting as 
these could directly influence the research process with the competing interests and obligations of 
the various roles that the researchers has to consider and balance.  In this study, the researcher is an 
organisational insider as an employee but within a different department from the main research 
setting of the palm oil plantation.  In this regard, the researcher is an outsider to the palm oil plantation 
(or the specific POC), and will need to collaborate with the insiders of the research setting (the palm 
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oil plantation) for this research.  The researcher does not have expert knowledge of the plantation 
processes and information, and will have to pay closer attention to implicit meanings related to the 
data gathered during the exploration stage.  However, as an outsider, the researcher will likely have 
less of a sense of taking existing relationships, power structures and arrangements for granted, as 
there is no prior sense of “the way things are”.   
 
One of goals of AR is the uncovering and challenging of existing oppressive power structures (Vince, 
2004; Greenwood & Levin, 2007; Raelin, 2008), and confidence building of less powerful and privileged 
individuals and groups to gain control over “their own destinies” (Greenwood & Levin, 2007, location 
163 of 4228 in KindleFire).  These are related to the emancipatory element of democratic participation, 
which has to be appropriately considered against pragmatism and workability of finding a realistic 
plan for change (Johansson & Lindhult, 2008), these two concepts being location at opposite ends of 
the AR outcome continuum.   This is particularly salient to the study, given the traditional large power 
gap and differentials between the organisation and the farmers, where farmer participation is not 
superficially practised (Johansson & Lindhult, 2008), yet there is no envisioned overhaul of existing 
social structures which would lead to resistance and rejection (Vince, 2004) from the organisation’s 
leadership.  In essence, the study is positioned closer to a pragmatic outcome based on the contextual 
requirements and objectives of the researcher and its participants (Johansson & Lindhult, 2008), given 
the envisioned plan to have farmers’ involvement in addressing the existing CSR agenda for them as 
beneficiaries, and explicitly acknowledging that the power differential between farmer and the POC 
may not be realistically equalised with the scope of this study.   
 
From a political standpoint, Coghlan and Brannick (2010) posits that AR carried out by an 
organisational insider should consider the manner in which AR can be operationalised, in conjunction 
with the researcher’s own assessment of the organisation’s readiness and capacity for inquiry and 
change.  Being an organisational insider means the researcher is familiar with the internal hierarchy 
and political / power structures within the organisation and how to navigate these (Brannick & 
Coghlan, 2007); as well as accruing sufficient political entrepreneurship (Björkman & Sundgren, 2005; 
Coghlan & Brannick, 2010) to gain support and resources for the study (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010).  
Within the organisation, the topic of CSR agenda is believed to be relatively unburdened and 
unencumbered by organisational politics.  The researcher perceives that the boundaries of this topic 
is generally narrowly limited to sole responsibility of the POC Operations Department, and there are 
few internal organisational stakeholders from other departments that would be involved or be 
impacted by changes in CSR agenda.  Additionally, from an emancipatory perspective, given the 
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present improbability of bridging any power inequalities between the farmers and the POC, any 
inquiry would be unlikely deemed as threatening to existing status quo or power structures, and likely 
meet with lower resistance (Vince, 2004).  Furthermore, there has been no incident where the CSR 
agenda had historically been the focus of any internal (or visible) organisational political moves, and 
would likely remain this way even with any changes proposed.  These factors reinforce the 
researcher’s assumption and belief that the topic of CSR agenda change would be a good starting point 
for small steps of reflection and inclusive dialogue as people involved in this area would feel “safe” 
being able to communicate with authenticity (Gayá Wicks & Reason, 2009).   
 
Gaining sponsorship from organisation leadership 
The organisation’s entire acreage of palm oil plantations is organised into 7 separate business entities, 
each being headed by a plantation CEO (Chief Executive Officer), and each of these plantations then 
subsequently divided into smaller divisions and estates.  Each estate would be managed by a palm oil 
company and a team of operations personnel (henceforth referred to as POC ops personnel), who 
interacted directly with farmers on the field.  To gain “secondary” access (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010) 
to the field and to conduct research within the organisation necessitated approval and sponsorship 
from the organisation’s leadership and the Board of Directors, which was duly obtained.   
 
The Board of Directors assigned Plantation 2 CEO to provide access to one of the plantations under 
his management as the location for the study.   The Berkat Ridho plantation, located in the Kampar 
plantation estate, was selected.  The POC CEO also assigned the finance manager (henceforth referred 
to as POC Finance Manager) of the estate to facilitate the researcher’s foray into the plantation and 
the planned interaction with the plantation farmers and POC ops personnel.  Please refer to Appendix 
A for an overview of the organisation structure and plantation structure, along with the researcher’s 
location within the organisation. 
 
Background of plantation and Cooperative visited for research 
The plantation is located in the District of Kampar, Riau province, on the Sumatra Island, (at latitude 
0⁰ 50’ 35.66” N / longitude 101⁰ 03’ 16.32” E)6 (as referenced below in Figure 3B: “Map of Plantation 
Area Under Cooperative Berkhat Ridho”, the specific area outlined in blue represents the plantation 
area under the Cooperative Berkhat Ridho which was covered under the study.  
 
                                                          
6 Source: Registration Certificate MUTU-RSPO/013 issued September 17, 2014; issued by ASI (Accreditation Services 
International); MUTU certification International; and RSPO (Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil) 
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FIGURE 3B: MAP OF PLANTATION AREA UNDER COOPERATIVE BERKHAT RIDHO 
 
Source: Google Earth & POC  
 
The first planting of the palm trees commenced in 1991 and 1992.  Prior to this, the land was forested 
and owned by the Indonesian government; land parcels were allocated to farmers and POC for 
plantation purposes, in the ratio of 80:20.  Total plantation land acreage is 708 hectares, and the total 
farmer population is 354.  The Cooperative name is Berkat Ridho, (which also gives its name to the 
plantation), and the setup is based on the PIR TRANS (Perusahaan Inti Rakyat yang dikaitkan dengan 
program Transmigrasi, translated as PIR Program directed at Transmigrant) transmigration program; 
the ratio of transmigrant farmers to local Riau farmers is in the ratio of 80:20. The nearest city is 
Pekanbaru, which is about a 2½ hour drive away.  At the time when the research and data co-
production period was carried out from October 2015 to June 2016, the plantation was in the 25th 





3.3  Research process 
 
The research process encompasses the key steps of performing groundwork; giving consideration for 
the sampling process; recruiting of research participants; data collection and analysis.  In this AR study, 
an additional step for the action-inquiry cycles is included.  Table 3A below summarises the schedule, 
activity and participants of each stage for easy reference, thereafter the process and considerations 
for each stage is detailed below.  
 
TABLE 3A: SUMMARY OF RESEARCH PROCESS BY VARIOUS STAGES  
Stage (or step) of 
research 
Schedule What has been done and why Participants 
Groundwork 6-9 Oct 2015 
13-16 Oct 2015 
First stage groundwork to better understand 
background of plantation and contractual 
obligations 
POC Finance Manager 
 20-23 Oct 2015 Second stage groundwork to better understand 
plantation roles and responsibilities, the plantation 
processes and to visually experience the location 
POC ops personnel, including 
Regional Controller, Estate 
Manager, Head of Assistants, 
Division Assistants 
Sampling process 23 Oct 2015 Discussed and agreed with POC ops personnel as 
to the process for reaching out to farmers to 






28-30 Oct – 2-3 Nov 
2015 
Dissemination of proposed research event to 
farmers, carried out by POC ops personnel 
n.a. 
 5-6 Nov 2015 Q&A session to share information with potential 
research participants, and to clarify questions 
n.a. 
    





2-4 Dec 2015 First meeting with research participants, visually 
experience farmers personal areas, reintroduce 
the research objective and interview process, 
introductory sessions 
Cooperative Head and Farmer 
research participants 
 10-11 Dec 2015; 
6-9 Jan 2016; 
21-23 Jan 2016 
4-5 Feb 2016 
24-27 Feb 2016 
10-12 Feb 2016 
Data Collection via interviews; gathering of 
documentary evidence; observations carried out, 
to understand farmers’ point of view and issues 
faced 
Preliminary data analysis post- data collection and 
memo-writing 
Interviews with Cooperative 
Head and farmers researcher 
participants; gathering 
documentary evidence from 
POC office 
 3-4 Mar 2016 
31 Mar – 1 Apr 2016 
 
Data Collection via discussions with POC ops 
personnel to understand their points of view and 
reaction to the issues raised by farmers 
POC ops personnel 
Data analysis 
process 
Feb-Apr 2016 Full data analysis carried out n.a. 
Action-reflection 
cycle 
Apr 2016 Further data collection via desktop research for 
information to augment understanding of situation 
in the plantation and challenge assumptions 
Discussion with POC ops personnel on proposed 
interventions 
n.a. for desktop research 
POC CEO and Finance Manager 
for discussions 
 28 Apr 2016 Observation of town hall session carried out by 
POC ops personnel with farmers for first 
introduction of the fresh solution 
Cooperative Head, Farmers, 





The first stage of the study’s groundwork encompassed primarily desktop research under the 
literature review and reading of technical resources describing the technical and agronomic aspects 
of managing a palm plantation to gain an understanding of background of palm plantations in general.  
The second stage of the study’s groundwork consisted mainly of conducting background research with 
the POC, specifically with the POC Finance Manager, and the POC ops personnel managing the Berkat 
Ridho plantation area, to understand the specific context of the study location.   
 
For nearly 2 weeks from the commencement of the second stage groundwork, the POC Finance 
Manager provided a wealth of background information relating to the administrative execution of the 
transmigration program with the local government and authorities as well as the implementation of 
the program with the plasma farmers; historical and current data for palm production, pricing, 
farmers’ income; documents such as the POC-Farmer Cooperation contracts; bank loan agreements; 
decrees from the Ministry of Agriculture and local authorities regarding FFB pricing mechanism and 
FFB grading and penalty criteria; and an overview of the processes and interactions (between the POC 
ops personnel and the plasma farmers) in the palm plantation; and organisation of the POC and the 
POC ops personnel in the field.   
 
Thereafter, the POC Finance Manager made the necessary introductions and connections to the POC 
ops personnel on the field, including the POC Regional Controller, the POC Estate Manager, the POC 
Head of Assistants and the POC Division Assistants.  (Please refer to Appendix A for a brief overview 
of the plantation structure).  For about 1 week, the POC ops personnel shared detailed information 
about the farmer community and the Berkat Ridho Cooperative, the background of plasma plantations 
development, etc.  They also shared their detailed job responsibilities and daily activities; the POC’s 
overall role to the farmers and their obligations as partners of the transmigration program; the general 
interactions with the famers from the beginning of plantation development to the current times.  
Through the information sharing, the POC ops personnel described the POC’s responsibility towards 
the farmers in helping to improve their lives (i.e. socio-economic status), a value consistently exhorted 
by the organisation’s leadership. According to the POC ops personnel, relations were generally friendly 
and open, and the POC ops personnel viewed the farmers as “younger siblings” who were genial and 
playful in their interactions, yet also needing guidance from an older sibling (themselves). 
 
The groundwork in the field also included a 3-day tour of the POC facilities which were involved in the 
upstream plantation processes, in the area.  During this time, visits were made to the POC Mill; the 
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seed plant (where “good” seeds are cultivated); the research institute and the biogas facility (where 
empty FFBs, fruit fibres and mill effluents are fermented to produce fertilisers).  At each location, the 
Head of each facility provided information regarding the scope of work and the significance of such 
work to the palm plantation operations.   
 
Sampling methodology and process   
The sampling method for participants, being part of the participant recruitment process, was a mix of 
convenience sampling (determined by the effort of the POC Division Assistants), as well as purposeful 
selection (with the deliberate inclusion of Cooperative Management Team Members).   
 
The sampling methodology for research participants was initially envisioned as a random sample, with 
the view that the population of farmers within the Berkat Ridho plantation was generally thought to 
be homogenous, all having experienced similar paths from poverty to financial independence of socio-
economic improvements.  It was originally planned that all plantation farmers could be reached via 
flyers (disseminated with the help of the POC ops personnel), containing brief information on the 
study and invitation to an initial Q&A session for interested participants.  Potentially interested 
participants could then contact the researcher directly to confirm their attendance to the Q&A 
session, and express any interest or seek clarification as needed. 
 
However, the POC ops personnel believed that the logistical challenge of physically reaching all 234 
farmers across the 708 hectares of plantation land would involve too much effort and explanation, 
which would distract from their normal course of work.  As such, it was counter-suggested that the 
dissemination of the notice of study would be carried out by the POC Division Assistants, when they 
visited the farmers individually on their plantation plots, or via mobile phone, during the normal 
course of operations.  The POC ops personnel were of the view that farmers who were approached by 
the POC ops personnel would likely be willing to attend the Q&A session out of goodwill to the 
former’s requests.  To augment the quality of the participants, the POC Regional Controller offered to 
persuade the Cooperative Management Team Members to participate in the study, in addition to 
providing support where needed.  The suggestions of the POC ops personnel were accepted owing to 
the lack of access to farmers on the part of the researcher, and being entirely dependent on the 
cooperation of the POC ops personnel’s assistance to contact willing participants in the first place.  
 
Such a method gives rise to the risk of selection bias of the farmer research participants as a study 




Recruitment process for research participants 
A Q&A session of the study was conducted for potential study participants to provide information 
about the study, to allow interested parties to make an informed decision as to their participation.  
This session took place in early November 2015, just over a month after first starting groundwork, and 
was held at the Cooperative Office.  It was attended by 21 potential farmer participants, including all 
Cooperative Management Team Members, as well as the POC ops personnel and the POC Finance 
Manager.  The POC Regional Controller opened the session and introduced the researcher and 
provided endorsement for the research credibility (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012) to potential 
participants. 
 
During the Q&A Session, information regarding the researcher, the study, the objectives, planned 
research process, expected involvement of research participants, and reasons for approaching 
farmers for their opinions and points of view, were presented.  Additionally, some sample questions 
that were intended to be asked were presented, to allow potential participants to have a sense of the 
research direction.  Each individual potential participant was presented with a copy of the research 
information sheet and the consent form (Creswell, 2013) (Please refer to Appendix E for a replica of 
the documents), and each point was explained in detail, in line with proper free, prior and informed 
consent (Fine et al., 2000; Easterby-Smith et al., 2012) procedures.  The issue of confidentiality was 
specifically highlighted, to explain to interested participants that anonymity was assured. The 
potential participants were invited to raise questions at any time during the Q&A session, although 
none were asked, and comments from potential participants related to their surprise at the time 
required for participation.  Finally, the researchers’ contact details was shared, and interested 
participants were encouraged to seek clarifications from the researcher directly via mobile phone, or 
to confirm participation in the study. 
 
Participants were given a week to decide on their participation.  Those who were willing to participate 
in the study were met with again at the Cooperative Office, where the participation consent forms 
were once again run through, before being signed by participants, documenting their understanding 
of the study information and their consent.  Out of the 21 interested participants who were present 
during the November Q&A session, only 5 farmers and 2 Cooperative management team members 
eventually committed to participating in the entire study process.   Please refer to Appendix B for a 






The early interviews with the farmers, which were all carried out in the Cooperative Office, based on 
the data collection strategy described in Subsection 3.1.3, where farmer participants were initially shy 
and unfamiliar with the researcher, but became more at ease with the interview format after a few 
sessions.  They were thus able respond more freely, at times launching into conversations with fellow 
interview participants.  Each group interview session (with the same group of farmers) generally lasted 
between 1.5 to 2 hours.  All interview sessions were voice recorded with no objection from research 
participants, having been informed at the beginning of each interview session of the intent to record.  
After each interview session, the researcher conducted separate conversations with the Cooperative 
Head, who privately added his own thoughts about some of the comments made (Easterby-Smith et 
al., 2012), and helped to clarify certain points of some of the information shared.    
 
Observations in this study consisted of tours of the farmer plantation plots and living area; farmers’ 
old and new houses; the Cooperative office; the Cooperative shop (where farmers could purchase 
food staples and essentials on favourable terms; the local elementary school where farmers (along 
with the local community and the POC Operations’ Personnel) sent their young children; and areas in 
the local community surrounding the Cooperative shop.  Observations of processes in which there 
were interactions between farmers and the POC included individual and small group socialisation 
sessions, FFB grading at the POC mill, the payment of monies from POC to the Cooperative 
management team, and the chance meeting of the POC Estate Manager at the weekly mobile banking 
site.  Although the researcher was clearly an overt observer (Schutt, 2015), he was generally welcome 
by the persons present, who although reacted positively to the research, were shy when asked 
questions.  During observation sessions, the researcher was able to take notes and ask questions 
freely, facilitated by the Cooperative Head.   
 
The Cooperative Head was vital to the process, being both a gatekeeper and key informant (Schutt, 
2015), as well as being the main contact person for arranging any interview or observation sessions 
during the researcher’s visits to the plantation.  The Cooperative Head was present in every step of 
the process where the researcher interacted with the farmers during interviews and being present on 
all the observation sessions of certain processes, providing opinions and clarifications privately in 
separate sessions; providing commentary during observation sessions; even facilitating the early 
interview sessions with farmer participants with encouragement to share information and speak their 
minds.   
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Each trip on the field lasted about 3-4 days, with time spent on group interviews, observation sessions, 
and private conversations with the Cooperative Head, interspersed with transcription of key portions 
of interview or observations sessions and meeting the POC ops personnel at the POC office to obtain 
clarification on specific policy details and other supporting data.  Thereafter, the researcher would 
leave to carry out full transcription and high-level data analysis, before coming back again for the next 
plantation visit.  The reason for carrying out multiple farmer group interview sessions was the 
awareness of research fatigue (Schutt, 2015), and to not unnecessarily burden the participants with 
long stretches of time spent away from their plantations or their daily business. Another reason was 
due to farmers (and even the Cooperative Head) not always being able to recall details, thus being 
necessary to obtain clarity from the POC ops personnel to fill in information gaps before delving 
deeper in specific topics in subsequent interviews.  The POC ops personnel also provided information 
and narratives from their point of view, which were subsequently validated with the farmers.  Data 
gathering was generally performed in an interplay or “zigzag” manner (Creswell, 2013) between 
obtaining information from the farmers and the POC ops personnel, done with the full knowledge of 
the participating farmers and the Cooperative management team members.   In total, 8 months was 
spent on data collection, which was in line with the Board’s approval for research access to the POC 
ops personnel and the farmers to carry out the study.  
 
Data processing and analysis 
Data analysis was performed based on process described in Subection 3.1.3.  Within 48 hours of each 
interview session, key portions were transcribed so that the freshness of the detail of the situation 
and the researcher’s observations and immediate thoughts could be captured.    This was similarly 
done for the observation sessions.  Initial data processing at a high level was also important for the 
researcher to carry out high level analysis and reflections of the process, in order to build up his 
knowledge and familiarity of the farmers and their situations, and seek more relevant content and 
detail for subsequent interviews.  Additionally, it was important to be able to read and re-read the 
interview transcripts to identify key themes to define the direction of subsequent interviews and the 
shape of the narrative that was constantly being mentally built and revised. In essence, the researcher 
aimed to create the narrative layer by layer, with each additional interview session adding details and 
richness.     
 
Final fieldwork for research findings validation presentation  
The final session of field work took place for the presentation of the “final interview report” to the 
farmers who had participated in the research project.  A summary of the translated findings (portions 
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contributed by farmers) was first presented, and feedback was solicited for any misinterpretation of 
farmers’ opinions, and inaccurate depiction of farmers’ personas in the report. A copy of the full 
findings version were given to each farmer participant for their further reading and additional 
feedback. This is an important part of the research process, as it allowed the research participants to 
read the researcher’s interpretations (Maxwell, 2012) of the information and data they had 
contributed, and to feedback if their thoughts and personas have been represented appropriately 
(Maxwell, 2012).   
 
Action and inquiry  
Action and inquiry is envisioned to be triggered following the uncovering of farmers’ problems viewed 
in the context of the narratives shared about their lives as the relationship with the organisation.  
Study findings and issues were shared with the POC CEO and the POC ops personnel to generate 
conversation about the farmers’ view and possible ideas for change and improvement.  While a 
democratic dialogue (Greenwood & Levin, 2007) between all parties was hoped for, to allow for a 
mutual understanding of each party’s situation before negotiating for change, the farmer group were 
largely passive towards the invitation for jointly contributing and deciding upon co-development of a 
solutions. Additionally, the POC CEO and POC op personnel were largely convinced of the inevitability 
of the status quo and inaction.  The engagement between parties was therefore triggered by unilateral 
reflection and solution crafting by the researcher.  This is further expanded on in Section 4.3. 
 
Modification to original study plan due to limitations 
The study was originally conceived to include members of the local community as study participants, 
to include their thoughts and feedback in relation to CSR areas in which the organisation and the POC 
could improve.  This group was not approached to participate on a formal basis, as had been done 
with the farmer group.  The POC ops personnel explained that the POC did not interact with these 
members of the local community on a consistent basis, and there was no personal relationships or 
familiarity with any specific individuals that they could simply approach and relay notice of the study 
and the Q&A session.  Furthermore, there was no specific town hall or newspaper through which 
members of the local community could be reached and approaching random individuals would likely 
be cumbersome and unnecessarily take away time from the POC Division Assistants’ work.  As such, 
the study eventually focused on the narrower farmer group than previously envisaged, with the 
interviewing of local community being carried out in a haphazard manner with no exact plan.  
Interviews were carried out in a casual manner when the opportunity arose alongside a planned visit 
to the cooperative store, with nearby shop owners that the Cooperative Head knew personally.  The 
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individuals were rather welcoming of the questions, and were rather chatty in answering questions 
and providing information with no awkwardness nor questions asked about the intent of the research.  
Each session lasted approximately 30 minutes over a few key questions and a casual chat.  The 
interviews were not voice recorded – only manual notes were taken instead – and the information 
was utilised as a form of triangulation to verify the mood and the acceptance of the local community 
on the data that was previously gathered from the farmers and the POC ops personnel. 
 
Another area of modification pertains to the sampling of both the study environment and the study 
participants.  The entry into the plantation operations was specifically determined by the organisation 
leadership and the POC CEO, rather than being sampled based on the requirements of the study.  The 
farmers who were notified of the research and invited to join the Q&A session were selected by the 
POC ops personnel based on either convenience or availability.  Both circumstances highlight the 
dependency that the researcher has on the POC with regard to entry into the study environment.  It 
is possible that the POC CEO and his team could have steered the research towards those farmers with 
good and friendly relations with his own organisation, in order to present the best narrative for the 
study.   This would be a natural tendency where the POC CEO’s area of work is being scrutinised for 
the first time.  With the researcher as an organisational insider, due consideration has to be given to 
the “authority and ownership” of the POC CEO over his own area of responsibility, and as a show of 
courtesy and gratitude for his and his team’s assistance, allow the POC CEO and his team to exert 
some influence over the sampling process.  Furthermore, only seeking a negative narratives amongst 
the farmers could mistakenly arouse the suspicion of being audited and give rise to defensive stances 
on the part of the POC ops personnel.  As this is a first-time study within the organisation, it is 
important to allow all stakeholders to gain familiarity and be comfortable for this initial process, so as 
not to jeopardise the possibility of carrying out future inquiry.   
 
Risks of heavy reliance on the Cooperative Head on the research 
A primary risk of such a heavy reliance, especially given the initial lack of familiarity with the research 
setting on the part of the researcher, is that of bias, where the researcher becomes unconsciously 
influenced by the viewpoints of the Cooperative Head, and relying on a singular source of explanations 
and rationalisation on unfamiliar narratives and reactions on the part of the farmers.  This risk exists 
as the Cooperative Head’s own values and motives have not been fully clarified, although it is assumed 
that he acts as a useful conduit between the researcher and the research participants.  The researcher 
recognizes that the Cooperative Head’s main role is to represent the Cooperative to the POC ops 
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personnel, but at the same time, there are instances (during the research) where his shared opinions 
more closely match that of the POC ops personnel rather than that of the farmers. 
 
A secondary risk of such a heavy reliance are the unseen ways that the Cooperative Head’s constant 
presence in each of the interviews and the observations sessions impact the information sharing from 
the participants (especially the farmers).  These risks exist as the relationship between the research 
participants and the Cooperative Head has not be clarified nor explored, and it is unclear how the 
meanings and the unspoken roles within the relationship has been modulated if any.  [This is a similar 
risk mentioned regarding the relationship between the POC Ops personnel and the farmers – the 
researcher has to closely observing the tone and body language of the famers to detect reactions 
towards the presence of the Cooperative Head.] 
 
The awareness and acknowledgment of these risks have resulted in the researcher being more diligent 
in (i) seeking responses from individual farmer participants and seeking any counter viewpoints to the 
Cooperative Head’s opinions; (ii) observing the tone and body language of the farmers to detect 
reactions towards the presence and articulated viewpoints of the Cooperative Head; and (iii) reflecting 
on the implications of aligned viewpoints from both Cooperative Head and the POC ops personnel, in 
connection to farmers’ viewpoints.  These were done in attempt to mitigate the risk of the heavy 
reliance on the Cooperative Head on the research. 
 
3.4  Ethical considerations of insider AR 
 
Informed consent and voluntary participation 
Research ethics require research participants to have freedom in their decision to participate, which 
must be based on complete and open information provided by researchers (Fine et al., 2000).  All 
information relating to the study was presented to interested potential participants during the Q&A 
session, and open questions were allowed to be raised with clarifications provided.  The following key 
aspects of the research were specifically highlighted to potential participants: the anticipated use of 
research data for organisational inquiry and change of CSR agenda; potential consequences in 
participating in the research; time commitments from participants; etc.  During the Q&A session, it 
was repeatedly emphasized that that there would be absolutely no obligation to take part in the 
research, and that there would be no repercussions in taking part or not taking part in the research, 
and that even if the research were to commence and any participants wished to drop out, they could 





Confidentiality (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012) is a significant concern to safeguard participants against 
unwanted exposure (Fine et al., 2000), and hence has to be carefully managed.  Much of the initial 
interaction and the gathering of interest potential participants are done with the operations field 
personnel as an intermediary.  This is unavoidable as there has to be proper courtesy extended the 
POC CEO and his team in carrying out research in their area of management and responsibility, as well 
as genuinely requiring the POC Operation Personnel’s assistance in connecting the researcher to the 
participants and the participant site in the first place.  As such, there has to be much care in allowing 
potential participants to contact the researcher directly in subsequent interactions, without the 
presence of other POC ops personnel.   Given that data co-production is primarily performed via 
accessing the opinions and viewpoint of the farmers, this will necessitate the opening of 
“communicative spaces” that allow for a safe and inclusive environment which encourages sharing 
(Gayá Wicks & Reason, 2009) amongst the research participants. 
 
3.5  How did using the AR as a research paradigm shape the study? 
 
Dick (1993) advises that AR practitioners should document how operationalising AR as a research 
paradigm have shaped their research, mainly because fluidity within the AR paradigm results in 
changes to the research focus and direction, driven by specific decision points.  This section presents 
such documentation advised by Dick (1993) based on the key elements of AR (as described in 
Subsection 3.1.1).  
 
In relation to the first element of “pursuit of worthwhile human purposes” and the “flourishing of 
individual persons and communities”, the study was conceived with the objective of addressing 
farmers’ issues within the palm plantation research environment, which is directly underscored by 
first element.  Subsequently, the manifestation of the first element took place (during the stage of 
research of where POC responses to farmers’ problems were solicited) where the research did not 
simply accept status quo and inaction (on the part of the POC), believing that there was certainly room 
for improvements with the research environment, and that any ideas and justification for such 
improvements had to be derived from deeper reflection. 
 
In relation to the second element of “participatory and democratic process”, the study aimed to 
prioritise the viewpoints of the farmers, who were the relatively less powerful party within the palm 
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plantation industry.  The researcher recognised the limitations to participation where farmers were 
unable to fully articulate the problems faced in a rational, business-like manner, and hence expended 
more resources to crystallise the farmers’ narratives into identifiable and tangible concerns.  This was 
done by gathering more information and piecing disparate pieces of data together, and allowed 
participation of farmers to go beyond simply sharing their viewpoints, but making sure that these 
viewpoints are accorded proper attention and weightage.  One limitation to the element of democracy 
pertained to the dominant narrative propounded by the POC, in that no further action could be taken 
towards addressing farmers’ problem.  Such dominance reduced the democracy of the study from a 
deeper yet implicit level if the underlying assumptions were left unchallenged.  The researcher hence 
did not accept the dominant narrative of status quo, and despite the lack of active physical 
participation on the part of the famers, was able to critically assess the assumptions of the dominant 
narrative while being immersed in taking the farmers’ viewpoint. 
 
In relation to the third element of “pursuit of practical solutions”, the study aims to balance the 
improvement of farmer’s situations with accruing positive value to the POC and not making it worse 
off.  From a practical and political standpoint, this is aligned with the expectations of the study 
sponsors, where any remedial action taken by the POC must not be economically detrimental, and 
should contain identifiable and tangible benefits to the POC as well.  The researcher made key 
decisions relating to crafting a solution for both parties keeping in view, this third element, thereby 
focusing action away from problems that were not economically viable to solve; crafting solutions to 
selected farmers’ problems which also amalgamated addressing some of the POC’s concerns as well. 
 
In relation to the fourth element of “action and reflection and the inquiry cycles”, the research 
committed to carrying out meta-analysis over the research process to ensure that the elements of AR 
were operationalised within the research, explain and justify the changes in research direction and 
specific decisions made during the process.  This is documented in Section 4.3 below. The envisioned 
inquiry cycles carried out with engaged research participants did not materialise in this study, which 
points to the unfamiliarity of such a process; the outsider status of the researcher in being unsuited 
for facilitating the process; and the entrenched expectations of farmers of the POC’s unilaterally 
providing a solution to their problems.  Consequently, the action-reflection cycle was performed by 





In relation to the final element of “emergence”, the study was unable to fully operationalise this as 
research participants did not engage with the counterparty to allow a negotiated solution to emerge 
from collaborative discussion, but were instead rendered to inaction from accepting status quo.  
However, following the research process, the researcher was convinced that farmers’ lack of ability to 
rationalise their issues; persistently seek action and their dependency mindsets would not result in 
emergence.  Rather, the dominant narrative would take precedence.  Thus the researcher unilaterally 
crafted a solution instead, the rationale for which are discussed in Section 4.3 below. 
 
With due consideration given to the respective elements of AR within the study, it is important to note 
that the quality criteria assessment for AR differs from traditional research methods committed to the 
positions of realism and positivism.  Herr and Anderson (2005) argue that internal and external validity 
(pertaining to the accuracy or trustworthiness of the data collected and generalisability of the 
inferences drawn from such data) that are used to assess research quality ought to be modified for 
the assessment of AR studies, and have suggested that there be five validity criteria to be considered.  
These are (i) outcome validity (pertaining to the achievement of action-oriented outcomes based on 
workability of o solutions); (ii) process validity (pertaining to a sound research process in which issues 
are surfaced and addressed, and action-reflection cycles); (iii) democratic validity (whether the study 
had facilitated democratic participation from research participants); (iv) catalytic validity (re-
orientation of research participants in order to take action or create); and (v) dialogic validity (the 
generation of new knowledge within the organisation and to the wider industry (Herr & Anderson, 
2005).   
 
Herr and Anderson (2005) express the view that the catalytic validity criteria “highlights the 
transformative power of AR, which makes it so appealing to many critical pedagogues, organisation 
and staff developers, and change agents”  (p.57).  In the researcher’s view, this is deeper type of 
change beyond what is envisioned from the study, which seeks to change the content and perhaps 
process of the POC’s CSR agenda.  The transformative change in relation to catalytic validity has not 
been stated explicitly as part of the research question nor objectives, but as part of AR, the 
researcher’s observations will be noted is Section 4.3.  The assessment of the study against these AR 
validity criteria in Subsection 5.1.2. 
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Chapter 4. Research Findings 
 
To recap, the research aims to uncover the issues that farmers are facing in relation to their 
involvement in the palm oil industry, and how the POC could provide support.  Specifically, the 
research objectives have been listed as 
1. Gain an understanding of the relationships and interactions between the farmers and the 
operations personnel, with special focus on the surfacing the farmers’ voice and opinions 
2. Locate and contextualise the issues faced by farmers 
3. Initiate the first steps of inquiry within the researcher’s organisation toward the addressing of 
the farmers’ issues 
Data collected and analysed is presented under 3 sections: the first being the recollections of the past; 
the second being the articulation of the problem; and the third being the process and outcome of the 
action-reflection cycle carried out by the researcher.  These 3 sections address each of the first, second 
and third research objectives respectively. 
 
4.1 Recollection of the past 
 
This section presents the context of the research environment in a few aspects: firstly, the background 
information of the palm plantation lifecycle; secondly, the farmer experience within the various stages 
of the lifecycle; and thirdly, the relationship between the farmer and the POC ops personnel, including 
the key characteristics of the relationship, the evolution of the relationship from the beginning of the 
palm planation lifecycle to current times.  Finally, the notion of CSR within the context of the palm 
plantation lifecycle and the relationship between farmer and POC ops personnel. 
 
4.1.1  Background information of the first plantation life cycle 
 
The summary presented below presents the context of the research environment, and is based on 
historical facts and data provided by the POC ops personnel as well as verbal recollections from both 
the farmers and the POC ops personnel.  Data gathered was organised to present the key activities of 
a palm plantation in a chronological fashion. The process within the palm plantation life cycle is 
described briefly, with the main work being the arranging the data in a start to end flow, so as provide 
a sense of what took place during that time, and the contractual requirements that tied the farmers 
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to the POC.  Figure 4A below is a visual timeline representation of the key events in a plantation 
development.   
 
FIGURE 4A: VISUAL REPRESENTATION OF KEY EVENTS IN PLANTATION DEVELOPMENT 
 
Source: Author’s representation 
 
Activity prior to the First stage 
Before the commencement of plantation development, transmigrants (primarily from the island of 
Java) have to be confirmed and registered for the PIR TRANS Program with the local government.  
These transmigrants receive two land certificates, the first granting title to a 0.5 hectare plot for 
housing and subsistence farming, and the second granting title to a 2 hectare plot earmarked for the 
palm plantation.  From the transmigrant group, the Cooperative is formed to act as representatives 
and to exercise power of attorney for the entire transmigrant (eventually farmer) group.  The 
Cooperative signs a cooperation agreement with the POC, which governs the business role and 
responsibilities of each party.  Separately, the Cooperative is also linked up (via the POC) with a 
program-approved, Indonesian state-owned bank for the financing of the physical plantation 
development (of the transmigrants’ plasma plots). Transmigrants submit their land certificates to the 
bank as collateral for the loan, which covers the entire expenditure for plantation development and 
activities, totalling IDR 13 million (USD 6,500)7 for each 2 hectare plot.  After interest compounding of 
12% p.a. (in the first 4 years) and 14% p.a. (in the subsequent 8 years) is factored in, each individual 
transmigrant loan liability amounts to about IDR 38 million (USD 19,100)8.  The POC receives the funds 
from the bank for the yearly budgeted expenditure for plantation development activities and 
separately acts as a guarantor to the bank loan. 
 
  
                                                          
7 Year 1991 USD-IDR average rate 1,982 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 




The first stage of the palm plantation development commences with the POC carrying out the 
development works of land clearing (i.e. clearing the plantation plots of existing foliage, tilling the 
land, seed germination, planting the seedlings and subsequent care and maintenance.  During this 
period (i.e. the first 4 years of plantation development), the transmigrants’ plasma plots are fully 
managed by the POC, with plantation development and every aspect of maintenance being carried 
out by POC plantation workers.  Most of the transmigrants seek employment with the POC, and are 
tasked to work as plantation workers in any designated plantation plot, which could be either the plots 
owned by the POC (termed “inti plots”) or those owned by any of the farmer group (termed “plasma 
plots”, and the farmers, “plasma farmers”). 
 
This stage is characterised by a high level of physical labour and hardship, as narrated by the farmers, 
in comparison to their old lives in Java.  The farmers were initially utterly unaccustomed to the 
intensity of physical labour required, and took a few weeks to physically acclimatise.  Another 
characteristic of this stage was the materially deprived state of the farmers, where they earned IDR 
1,800 (USD 0.80)9 as plantation workers for the POC, and despite having a small plot of land for farming 
and government rice handouts in the first year, farmers recall facing times of food insecurity for 
themselves and their families.   
 
Second stage 
The second stage of the palm plantation development commences when the POC hands over the 
plasma plot to each individual transmigrants for management and maintenance.  This generally takes 
place at the 5th year of the plantation development.  The individual transmigrants, now fully inducted 
as farmers, work on their titled plasma plots, and carry out the agronomic practices as recommended 
by the POC.   Plantation work includes daily maintenance and care on their own plots, for activities 
such as fertilisation, application of pesticides, weeding, harvest path maintenance, foliage trimming 
and harvesting and collection of FFB.  During the early second stage, the POC division assistants closely 
monitors all farmers’ implementation of the recommended agronomic guidelines, as well as the 
results of each plot for the quality of the FFB produced.  POC division assistants have daily interaction 
with individuals in the farmer group, not only to carry out monitoring, but also to continue educating 
farmers, correcting any inappropriately applied techniques, spotting problems and troubleshooting, 
and socialising new and improved technologies or agronomic practices. 
 
                                                          
9 Year 1995 USD-IDR average rate 2,244 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
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Palm trees would have reached the age of 4 years, and in the second year of production, thus bearing 
FFB amounting to about 50% - 65% of peak production.   All FFB produced from plasma plots is to be 
sold to the POC mill (located in Kampar, about 4 kilometres away from the Cooperative office), in 
accordance to the terms in the cooperation agreement between the POC and the Cooperative.  
Starting from the first production of FFB, the POC withholds a % of the farmers’ FFB sales proceeds 
that goes towards the repayment of the bank loan.  Withheld amounts are in accordance with the 
terms in the cooperation agreement: 20% of FFB sales proceeds in the 1st year of full management by 
farmers; 30% in the 2nd year; and 35% the 3rd year onwards, until the completion of the loan 
repayment. The POC administers the instalment payment the bank, with monthly bank statements 
produced as evidence of repayment.  The entire loan owed by the farmer group can be fully repaid by 
the 12th year of the plantation development.  The palm trees reach peak production at around the 8th 
or 9th year of plantation development, and last until the 20th year.  Once loans are fully repaid, no 
further withholding of FFB sales proceeds are made, and farmers receive the entire amount of monies 
earned from the production and sale of FFB.  Based on the original cooperation agreement between 
the POC and the Cooperative, farmers are then free to sell their FFB to any other external mill other 
than the POC mill. 
 
The early second stage of the plantation life cycle saw improvements in the farmers’ physical state: 
firstly, from a physical standpoint, farmers had acclimatised themselves with the disciplined and the 
manual intensive lifestyle after 4 years of working as a plantation worker.  While each farmer now had 
to work on their own 2-hectare plantation plots, they were at times able to involve their family 
members with some of the plantation work, and would have been used to the adhering to the strict 
procedures of plantation maintenance imposed by the POC.  Secondly, the palm plantation would 
have commenced small quantities of FFB production, which would increase year on year, until peak 
production in Year 8 or 9.   During the first few years of production and the sale of FFB, farmers are 
able to earn a monthly income of IDR 500,000 – IDR 600,000 (USD220 – USD350) 10  (after loan 
repayment deductions in the early second stage, which is substantially more than the IDR 1,800 (USD 
0.80)11 daily wage as a plantation worker.  As a continuation of the 4 key aspects identified, farmers 
narrated that there were tangible improvements in each of the aspects compared to the situations 
experienced during the first stage. 
 
  
                                                          
10 Year 1995 USD-IDR average rate 2,244 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 




The third stage of palm plantation development commences after the complete repayment of the 
bank loan.  POC division assistants continue the daily interaction with the farmers with less emphasis 
on monitoring, and more for the purpose of maintaining good relationships with the farmers.  Peak 
production continues on for another 7-8 years, after which production declines significantly from the 
25th year of plantation development onward, reaching about 60% - 75% of peak production.  The palm 
trees would have grown to great heights of 10-12 metres, requiring more effort for harvesting and 
foliage trimming.  From the 25th year onwards, plans have to be made for replanting of the entire 
plantation plot, as production decline would be more pronounced in another 2-3 years.  Replanting 
generally takes place during the 28th year of plantation development, when a new palm plantation life 
cycle is started.  From here, another 4-year-cycle of land clearing and plantation development would 
be carried out under full POC management.  Similar as to the first palm plantation lifecycle, replanting 
expenses will be financed with bank loans, with repayment commencing in the when palm seedlings 
reach productive age. 
 
From a material standpoint, the farmers would have recorded the highest levels of income once the 
loans had been paid off and no further withholding of their monthly income was carried out.  The 
common observance from the POC ops personnel was that the farmers were able to pool money to 
purchase a generator for electricity generation, being able to purchase items such as motorcycles, 
cars, even building themselves new houses, and even purchasing additional plots of plantation land 
(in other nearby locations not tied to the plasma arrangement with the POC). 
 
4.1.2  Farmer experience (and feelings) during the first palm plantation lifecycle 
 
The summary presented below is based on the verbal recollections of the past during the various 
stages of palm plantation life cycle, by the farmers and the POC ops personnel.  The data collection 
from each of the farmer group and the POC ops personnel were conducted independently from each 
other, which also served as verbal corroboration by each party of the other’s narratives.  Data analysis 
helped to identify the key themes in the farmers’ and the POC ops personnel’s narration, and also 
tracked the evolution of these themes over the 3 main stages of palm plantation life cycle.  These 
themes crucially inform the researcher and the reader of the elements of the farmer-POC relationship 
(beyond contractual obligations) and firstly, allow the reader to understand the context of the 
research environment and underlying relationships between farmers and POC ops personnel and how 
the past interactions shaped current expectations and thoughts of current problems, and secondly, 
how the CSR aspect of the relationship is developed / viewed from the POC and the ops personnel. 
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From the analysis of the narratives shared by farmers, “high level of stress” was a key category of the 
description of their experience, as drawn from the grouping of focused codes.  Within this category, 
the focused codes (or main themes) were encapsulated by (1) high uncertainty and (2) lack of control 
(or alternatively) high dependency on the POC.  Table 4A below summarises the category and the 
focused codes derived from the analysis of farmer narrative relating to the farmer experience during 
the plantation life cycle.  
 
TABLE 4A: KEY CATEGORY AND FOCUSED CODES IDENTIFIED FROM FARMERS’ EXPERIENCE  
 
Key Category Identified: High stress felt by farmers (in the farmers’ experience) 
Plantation 
stage 
Focused Code 1: Uncertainty Focused Code 2: Lack of control / high 
dependency 
1st stage High level 
 New location, no familiarity 
 No industry knowledge 




 Reliant on POC, no alternative 
 Strict compliance to plantation 
management procedures 
 
2nd stage Decreased levels from 1st stage 
 More familiarity and Cooperative 
network 
 Gained experience 




Increased level from 1st stage 
 Strict adherence to grading criteria 
 Strict adherence to exclusive FFB sale (to 
POC mills) policy 
 
3rd stage No uncertainty Significantly decreased from 2nd stage 
 
First stage of plantation development 
In the first stage of the plantation development, feelings of uncertainty was experienced as 
transmigrants (later to become farmers) left the familiarity (and relative comfort) of their home island 
to a new location, with no knowledge of the situation and contexts, and with no network of family and 
friends who could be relied on for help.  The transmigrants were also entering a new industry (of the 
palm plantation) in which they had no prior knowledge of and no experience. 
 
The most significant source of uncertainty was the large loan liability of IDR 38 million (USD 19,100)12 
with which each transmigrant was “burdened”.  The research participant farmers claimed that such 
information (of the necessity of such a loan) had not been disclosed during the introduction of the 
                                                          
12 Year 1991 USD-IDR average rate 1,982 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
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transmigration program, and were shocked upon learning about it.  Farmers further found out that 
the financing bank required them to post their plantation land title certificates as collateral for the 
loans, seemingly putting to risk the only precious asset that they had.  Finally, the enormity of the loan 
quantum liability was of a scale that farmers had never experienced, and the impossibility of 
repayment was of foremost concern, especially with no visibility over palm plantation economics.  The 
loan monies had not been and would not be physically received by the farmers, but rather would be 
transferred to and utilised by the POC for plantation development.  Farmers had suspicion that this 
could be a dangerous conspiracy that the POC had formulated. In the worst-case scenario, farmers 
feared losing their plantation land via “land grabs” by the POC via manipulation of legal avenues.  With 
no recourse, farmers could be bonded to POC, exploited as cheap labour without any prospect of 
ending the debt cycle.  According to the research participant farmers, the POC finance team did explain 
the loan in general and its necessity to the farmers via socialisation sessions.  However, it appeared 
that farmers did not fully grasp the full details of the loan, simply knowing the total amount and 
planned FFB sales proceed withholding percentages for loan repayment. 
 
Another aspect of the uncertainty was the prospect of partnering with the POC in the palm plantation, 
as there was no guarantee that the POC would prioritise a mutual benefitting relationship over its sole 
desire for profitability at all costs.  Farmers found themselves having to cooperate with the POC as 
plantation partners, not just from a legal perspective (in accordance with the cooperation agreement 
signed), but also from a dependency perspective.  Farmers were dependent on the POC to provide 
information and education about the palm plantation and the overall palm oil industry, allowing the 
farmers to gain some bearing over their situation.  They were also dependent on the POC to carry out 
plantation development by converting rough forest land into proper plantation plots, and were also 
reliant on the POC to secure their survival and employment.  Furthermore, when general help was 
required, the Cooperative would seek assistance from the POC, as it was the only other contact which 
was adequately resourceful and powerful to help.  The situation and the context of their new lives and 
helplessness resulted in the farmers feeling that there was a lack of choice or options in seeking 
alternatives over the unilateral dependency and required partnership with the POC.  Farmers also had 
to exhibit acquiescence and obedience to the POC’s structures and “guidelines” in the farmers’ 






Second stage of plantation development 
During the early second stage of the plantation development, farmers experienced significantly less 
uncertainty over their existing situation.  Firstly, farmers had gained in both knowledge and experience 
of being involved in the palm oil industry. Secondly, with increasing income levels, farmers also gained 
confidence in being not just able to survive in Riau, but also seeing real possibilities of improving their 
socio-economic positions and prospering.  Thirdly, farmers established a network of support and 
reliance, having built a close-knit community amongst themselves, as well as having a competent and 
effective Cooperative that genuinely supported and addressed famers’ issues. 
 
The uncertainty stemming from the loan appeared to be significantly less during this stage, as farmers 
did not feel burdened by the process of loan repayment nor were consistently reminded of the large 
loan amount.  This was because the loan repayment process was administratively handled by the POC, 
and although a portion of the FFB sales proceeds was withheld, remaining take home amounts still 
represented a large increase over previous incomes earned (IDR1800 (USD 0.80)13 per day (or IDR 
54,000 (USD 24)14 per month in the first stage versus IDR 500,000 – IDR 600,000 (USD 220 – USD 350)15 
per month in the early second stage.)  Farmers did not recall that the loan repayment was something 
that visibly impacted their lives negatively, and did not remember any problem that was raised by the 
POC or the bank in connection with the loan.  Additionally, the uncertainty of partnering with the POC 
was also reduced moderately, given that the POC had proved that it had not “stolen / taken away” 
their land, and had assisted with some problems faced by the farmers.  More importantly, while 
partnering with the POC in the second stage of the plantation development, farmers were able to 
receive monies from the sale of the FFB, indicating to a large extent that the POC did not “cheat” them 
of their dues. 
 
In contrast, the feelings of lack of control by the farmers appeared to have increased compared to 
those levels in the first stage.  “Control” from the point of implementing the POC’s recommended 
agronomic practices (from the first stage) had been well accepted by the farmers, due to the 
routinisation, and the awareness of the causation between diligent inputs and good quality FFB 
outputs, which resulted in better incomes.  The primary source of such feelings centred upon the 
requirement of exclusive FFB sale to the POC mill, as specified in the Cooperation Agreement between 
the POC and the Cooperative.  Farmers felt they lost an opportunity to take advantage of higher prices, 
where some external mills could be offering premiums of up to 20% over those prices offered by the 
                                                          
13 Year 1995 USD-IDR average rate 2,244 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
14 Year 1995 USD-IDR average rate 2,244 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
15 Year 1995 USD-IDR average rate 2,244 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
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POC mill during peak demand.  These external mills also purchased FFB on a cash basis, allowing 
farmers to immediately improve their liquidity position, compared to the POC practice of only paying 
farmers’ their due FFB sales process on a monthly basis. However, farmers were also made aware by 
the POC about the potential heavy penalties that would be imposed on any farmer “caught” selling 
FFB to external mills, such as fines or the revocation of Cooperative membership.  This was probably 
deemed to be unjustifiably punitive for farmers seeking to improve their income and liquidity, 
compared to the POC which would not seemingly have much to lose given its vast resources.  One 
research participant farmer however, noted that as farmers had benefitted from the POC’s assistance 
and support in the first stage of plantation development, there was a sense of moral obligation to 
return the favour by acceding to the POC’s not unreasonable request of exclusive FFB sale.  While this 
appeared to be a key issue, the research participants (both farmers and POC ops personnel) appeared 
reluctant to share any narratives relating to past incidences of farmers’ unauthorised FFB sale to 
external mills, nor the repercussions faced by those who had been “caught”, but rather emphasizing 
that such incidents did not take place presently.  Furthermore, it appears that the Cooperative 
management team was also co-opted by the POC to continually remind farmers against such 
unauthorised sale. 
 
Another source of the feelings of lack of control emerged in relation to the POC’s strict adherence to 
the grading standards (specified in the Cooperation Agreement to be based on the Ministry of 
Agriculture's regulation for FFB grading) and the application of those standards which were 
unilaterally determined by the POC.  The official grading standards set out the criteria for acceptable, 
ripe FFB, and penalties imposed on underripe, overripe or poor quality ripe FFB, and excessively long 
stems left untrimmed on the FFB.  These affected farmers’ incomes as farmers were paid for the 
accepted FFB weight delivered to the POC mill, reduced by penalties imposed on the inclusion of 
unacceptable items mentioned above.  Farmers felt frustration that the POC mill grading personnel 
had final judgement over their FFB, and would not allow any influence over the application of the 
grading criteria and penalties.  While the farmers indicated that the POC division assistants had 
educated them about harvesting standards, grading criteria and penalties imposed, farmers believed 
that the POC could have been more relaxed over the application of these, especially in the early stages 
of FFB production.  This likely stems from the view that strict grading procedures were more 
detrimental to farmers and their low income levels, whereas these would not have significant impact 




There was an implicit sense of resignation amongst farmers as they felt powerless to take any action. 
Firstly, the POC had anticipated most of these concerns, and through socialisation session, gave verbal 
assurances by logically explaining away farmer concerns to become non-issues.  Perhaps the ease of 
explanations from the POC made farmers feel uneasy that the more powerful and sophisticated party 
could be hiding the risks to the less knowledgeable party.  As the Cooperative Head noted, farmers 
are simple people and are unable to articulate in the same logic and assuredness as the POC personnel, 
and with the POC providing seemingly reasonable explanations, “what else can the farmers do?”.  
Secondly, regarding the strict guidelines and rules imposed by the POC, farmers perceived that these 
were cornerstone issues that the POC would refuse to negotiate upon, despite the numerous times in 
which farmers would complain to the POC Division Assistants or disagree with the POC mill grading 
personnel.  The consistent and unrelenting position held by the POC in its refusal to negotiate these 
guidelines would eventually cause farmers to gradually concede.  Thirdly, the POC controlled the 
money flow to the farmers and there was small perceived risk that such flows could be jeopardised 
should the cornerstone positions be challenged or disregarded.  Farmers knew that they were in a less 
powerful and less influential position with low negotiation power. 
 
Third stage of plantation development 
In the third stage of plantation development, farmers’ stress from uncertainty of survival has 
dissipated, with their bank loans fully paid off, and earning a steady income from FFB production and 
sale.  Farmers and their families have personally experienced an improvement of their social and 
economic outcomes, are able to visually contrast their present fortunes with that of their hired 
plantation workers, and express confidence of the future for themselves and their families.  There is 
a sense of pride that their next generation have newfound economic mobility, attaining tertiary 
education or finding successful careers outside of the plantation industry.  Residual uncertainty exists, 
but anecdotally, and generally pertains to situations where some farmers are over-extended in 
leverage, thus facing the risk of default of their personal consumptive loans in times of low FFB 
production or low FFB prices. 
 
With the financial autonomy, and with an extensive knowledge of agronomy gained from first hand 
plantation experience, farmers are largely less dependent on the POC as they were in the previous 
two stages of the plantation development.  While the elements of “control” (as the farmers had 
described in the second stage of plantation development) continue to exist and be practised, it 
appears that the farmers felt their impact to a lesser extent, and hence did not view these as being 
key issues.  In regard to the lack of choice for better FFB price shopping, farmers viewed this with low 
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opportunity cost, being well-to-do with high levels of income from multiple sources.  For similar 
reasons, farmers are less concerned over the strict adherence to grading standards, as compared to 
during the second stage of plantation development.  Furthermore, as most farmers would have been 
further removed from the plantation work, and that most of the monitoring and control in relation to 
the implementation of the POC’s recommended agronomic practices would be borne by the hired 
plantation workers, farmers would feel less encumbered by the required acquiescence and obedience 
towards those standard and guidelines. 
 
4.1.3  Relationship between farmer and the palm oil company 
 
From the analysis of the narratives shared by both farmers and the POC ops personnel, “high tension” 
and “dependency” were key categories of the description of the relationship and through the 
evolution of that relationship.  Table 4B below summarises the categories and focused codes derived 
from the analysis of farmers’ and POC ops personnel perspectives. 
 
TABLE 4B: KEY CATEGORIES AND FOCUSED CODES IDENTIFIED FROM FARMER-POC OPS PERSONNEL 
RELATIONSHIP AND INTERACTIONS 
 
Relationship and interactions between farmers and POC ops personnel 
Perspective Key category identified 1: 
High tension 





 Causes of tension due to feelings of 
o Uncertainty 











 Manifestation of tension 
 Tension management 
o Socialisation methods 
o Transparency and consistency 
o Provision of support 
 Farmer contribution to their own 




 Strict adherence to grading criteria 
 Strict adherence to exclusive FFB sale (to 







High tension in the relationship in early stages 
 
Sources of tension 
From the participants’ narratives, it appeared that the sources of tension were directly brought about 
the by farmer experiences of the early stages of the first palm plantation, brought about by the 
feelings of uncertainty and lack of control.  
 
Manifestations of tension 
The POC ops personnel provided additional narratives of how such tension were expressed in the 
behaviour and attitudes of the farmers, such information was not shared by the farmers.  In the early 
stages, some of the tension manifested as uncooperative behaviour amongst the farmers (Gillespie, 
2012B), such as the reluctant and haphazard implementation of the recommended agronomic 
practices; challenging of POC guidelines with the POC Divisions Assistants and the POC Grading 
Personnel at the POC mill; frequent declarations of dissatisfaction to the POC Estate Manager or POC 
Regional Controller of unfair treatment; and the inclusion of sand, garbage and other palm tree parts 
to artificially increase the weight of FFB recorded for delivery and sale to the POC Mill.  The POC ops 
personnel noted that during the early second stage, such incidences were common, and the quantum 
of penalties imposed on the artificial weights was rather high, and believed that this could be due to 
farmers trying their luck in getting higher weights; the poor attention paid to the FFB quality criteria 
at the point of harvesting; or even the expression of farmers' frustration in being "controlled" by the 
POC in regards to exclusive FFB sale and grading standards.  The POC Regional Controller raised 
another issue that also generated considerable tension, not mentioned at all by the farmers, over 
farmers’ attempted sale of non-plasma produced FFB to the POC mills, further discussed in Subection 
4.2.3.  Farmers attempted to sell the non-plasma FFB produced from their other plantation to the 
mills, but these were squarely rejected by the POC on the account that these were of not verifiable 
quality compared to the plasma FFB. 
 
Tension Management by POC ops personnel 
The POC ops personnel were always aware of the tension in its relationship with the farmers, and 
believed it to be inevitable as part of the palm plantation mechanics.  POC ops personnel appeared to 
show empathy towards the farmers, being largely influenced by the POC owners/management’s 
beliefs that the POC was responsible to “take care” of the farmers, although some admitted that they 
were “not very patient with farmers at the beginning”.  The interactions between the POC and the 
farmers went beyond simply operational or transactional objectives, but also geared towards 
purposefully building a harmonious relationship.  The narratives surfaced 3 main focused codes (or 
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major themes) within the category of “tension management”: (i) socialisation of information and new 
initiatives; (ii) transparency and consistency in the POC practice and (iii) POC provision of support to 
farmers.   
 
Socialisation of information and new initiatives 
The first key theme of socialisation broadly encompasses the POC trying to gain the acceptance from 
farmers of its standard agronomic practices and other new initiatives in a manner which showed 
respect to the farmers as partners.  While the POC could easily claim the authoritative position in 
regards to plantation and agronomic matters, it did not wish to simply impose rules and guidelines on 
the farmers, and expecting unquestioning acquiescence. 
 
Through socialisation sessions, the farmers learnt about plantation care and maintenance; the 
rationale for recommended agronomic practices and inputs; the POC efforts to seek higher 
productivity through research and development; the FFB harvesting, grading and pricing criteria 
decreed by the Agriculture Ministry; identifying characteristics of FFB of differing quality; estimating 
their monthly earnings based on their production.  These sessions were conducted for large farmer 
groups as well as at the individual level; the former were carried out at the Cooperative office or at 
various locations to audiences of 30-40 farmers, while the latter was carried out by POC Division 
Assistants or POC head of Assistants at the homes of the individual farmer, or at the farmer’s 
plantation plots in a “show-and-tell” style.  Personal interaction allowed more time to relay 
information and explanations to convince farmers, understand the difficulties that the farmers faced, 
and allow farmers to ask questions in private rather than appear less intelligent in front of their peers.  
Socialisation had to be carried out with patience, in a persuasive and rationale manner, as messages 
had to be communicated repeatedly in order to gain farmers’ acceptance.  The POC ops personnel 
believed that these sessions were sincerely carried out and increased farmers’ feelings of ownership 
and willingness to implement those practices. The POC ops personnel also frequently shared stories 
of other successful plasma plantation farmers which had partnered with the POC, to motivate farmers 
to persevere despite the challenging situations faced in the early stages of plantation development, 
and to give confidence to farmers that the POC was guiding the farmers in the right direction.  
However, this appeared to have little impact in terms of relieving tension in the relationship. 
 
The POC was aware of the sensitivity of the loan issue, but by the POC Finance Manager’s admission, 
the socialisation of this to farmers was not entirely satisfactory in terms of effort and outcome.  
Strategically, this was done on an individual basis, to avoid a large dissent from farmers if this were 
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carried out in a group setting.  However, the underlying financial concepts of the loan were too 
complex for farmers to fully grasp, and loan socialisation thus became an exercise of repeated 
assurances from the POC Finance team and the POC ops personnel that the loans were in effect a 
standard industry practice; that land title still legally remained under the farmers’ ownership; and that 
loan repayment posed no problem once FFB production commenced.  Even so, the POC ops personnel 
believed that farmers remained unconvinced throughout the early stages of plantation development.  
However, there appeared to be gradual acceptance of the situation by the farmers, as more emphasis 
was placed on agronomic matters, and the salience of the loan situation diminished. 
 
Transparency and consistency in the POC practice 
The second key theme of transparency and consistency broadly encompasses POC exercising these 
elements in its entire practice and in regards to the interaction with the farmers, so as to build a sense 
of trust amongst the farmers, especially given that farmers were new to the palm oil industry, and 
needed to feel as though they knew “what was going on”.   Most crucial were the application of FFB 
grading and pricing criteria, which are set out in the Agricultural Ministry’s regulations, and 
conscientiously adhered to by the POC, but according to the POC Regional Controller, not all 
companies or mills were scrupulous in adhering to these.  The POC ops personnel ensured that all 
farmers were well aware about grading guidelines and pricing formulae, and were able to 
independently judge if these have been properly applied at the POC Mill.  Furthermore, grading of 
farmers’ FFB is transparently carried out in the presence of a Cooperative management team member 
or a farmer representative. According to the POC Estate Manager, in the early second stage of 
plantation development, the grading exercise met with quite a high number of disagreements, and 
significant amounts of time was spent physically examining the unacceptable FFB bunches, and 
recapping the knowledge previously imparted to farmers on FFB quality identification and assessment.  
It took some time before farmers and their representatives were familiar with the grading process. 
 
The POC was similarly conscientious in applying the official FFB price set by the local FFB pricing team, 
which comprised representatives from each plantation company located in Riau, a government official 
from the local Riau Agriculture department, as well as farmer representatives from each of the various 
farmer cooperatives in the Riau plantations.  Farmers were educated of the team make-up, and learnt 
that weekly FFB prices were determined based on prior week’s average selling price of crude palm oil 
and crude palm kernel oil (products extracted from FFB), applied to a pre-determined factor of the oil 
extraction rates for different palm tree ages and based on the average productivity of the mills in Riau, 
and further factored for an “Index K” which captured the selling expenses and overheads incurred in 
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the sale of crude palm oil and kernel oil.   Weekly FFB prices were communicated by the POC Division 
assistants to the farmers, with an endorsed copy of the weekly price (signed off by the pricing team) 
posted at the Cooperative Office.  These were recapped in monthly payment summary reports so as 
to provide farmers with the comfort that FFB prices had been appropriately applied to the FFB 
delivered for each week. The POC Regional Controller noted that while the POC consistently follows 
the published weekly prices, external mills may not always do so.  There are instances where external 
mills offer higher FFB prices (up to 20%) during the peak demand season, but correspondingly, these 
same mills also offer depressed FFB prices when demand is low.  Other mills, which do not have a 
steady supply stream of FFB, may also offer higher prices sporadically in order to meet the productivity 
breakeven requirements for their mill operations. 
 
Transparency was also exercised regarding loan repayments, which were documented in monthly 
payment summary reports.  The percentage of FFB sales proceeds withheld for loan repayment is 
clearly set out in the Cooperation agreement between POC and the Cooperative, and withheld 
amounts can be easily verified by famers and the Cooperative Management Team.  According to the 
POC Finance Manager, a monthly report generated by the Lender Bank, detailing loan principal and 
interest payment and remaining outstanding loan amount, would be sent to the Cooperative Office 
and available for inspection, although such information was not actively shared with the farmers. The 
POC Regional Controller believed that this demonstrated the POC’s transparency in regard to the 
loans, and to a certain extent, would have gained the trust of the Cooperative Management Team 
Members, so that the latter would be able to convince farmers that the POC harboured no hidden 
agenda in regard to loans. 
 
With all relevant information made available each week, farmers were able to estimate their incomes 
before each monthly payout from the POC.  According to the POC Regional Controller, with constant 
socialisation and transparency of information, farmers are quick to spot any unusual trends in income 
(especially shortfalls), given their familiarity with the process and “it would not be possible for [the 
POC] to carry out any hanky-panky or short change the farmers in any way”.   Consistency was also 
conscientiously exercised regarding the payment of FFB sales proceeds to the farmers on a fixed date 
each month. 
 
From the interviews carried out with random local community members (surrounding the plantation), 
one interviewee expressed the negative impacts on dealing with another palm oil company that did 
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not practice transparency and consistency, in contrast to the POC.  This is presented in the quote 
below: 
 
[QUOTE] “The POC is good to the farmers – the farmers are doing well now.  Unlike me, I used to have 
a plantation with Bunda Maria (local small palm oil company) but I lost money.  They give low prices, 
sometimes I also don’t see my money.  When I ask, they say there are deductions for taxes and other 
things I don’t understand.  Sometimes they don’t answer so I gave up and sold the plantation away.  I 
have a plantation now also, but I can get more business from my shop.” 
Local community member 
 
POC provision of support to the farmers 
The third key theme was that of provision of support – broadly encompassing POC being sympathetic 
towards the problems faced by farmers, and providing assistance to help their situation.  During the 
first stage of plantation development, the POC provided support to the farmers owing to the latter’s 
dependency and helplessness.  The POC also carried out ad hoc CSR activities in a traditional sense, to 
show its support to the farmers and the local communities via charity food drives of giving away rice 
and cooking oil; sponsoring the building of schools in the area; donations to the families whose sons 
undergo circumcision; supporting and sponsoring cleft lip operations for farmers’ children or locals’ 
children, etc.  These CSR activities were described by the POC ops personnel, as the farmers were 
mainly able to recall the charity food drives with clarity, which were carried out more frequently and 
on a larger scale. 
 
The POC ops personnel shared some incidents in which they provided pricing support to farmers, 
which mainly took place during the second stage of plantation development. In the early 2000s, the 
Asian Financial Crisis hit the region, sending CPO price to very low levels following peak prices prior to 
the crisis. Farmers sought assistance from the POC, and it was agreed that the POC would withhold a 
lower proportion from FFB sales proceeds for the bank loan repayment, until price levels were 
normalised.  This assistance was also provided when there were periods of low FFB production due to 
inclement weather.  In early 2008, during the Great Financial Crisis, the prices of FFB dropped by 
almost 60%, which came as a great shock to farmers, as they had been enjoying almost 6-7 years of 
steadily increasing FFB prices.  The POC CEO recognised this as a serious problem and initiated 
discussions with the Cooperative Management Team; and after a series of negotiations to find a 
mutually acceptable solution, the POC agreed to reduce the penalties imposed on underripe FFB from 
50% of the delivered weight (based on the Agriculture Ministry’s guidelines) to 30% of the delivered 
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weight.  The main rationale for this was the recognition of poor harvesting identification by hired 
plantation workers, who are compensated by FFB weight harvested, and hence would have a tendency 
to harvest underripe FFB to contribute to higher wages. The POC CEO noted that it took about 6 
months for him to grant approval of the change in penalty imposition as the POC itself was similarly 
impacted by the low prices, but it was important that both parties had to look out for of each other in 
this partnership.  It is estimated that the reduced penalties imposed on underripe FFB saved almost 
15-20% in penalties imposed on farmers, as underripe FFB tend to make up a larger proportion of 
penalties recorded. 
 
The POC also provide price support with another unofficial initiative in relation to the oil extraction 
rates applied to determine FFB prices.  In 2011, the plasma plots palm trees reached age of 21 years, 
the FFB produced from older trees are officially ascribed with lower oil extraction rate factor, and 
hence lower prices.  This is due to FFB from older palm trees generally having a lower oil content and 
poorer oil extraction rate compared to younger trees at the peak productive age of 10-20 years.  
Farmers’ FFB would thus have been ascribed with a lower oil extraction rate factor (19.75% -21.25%) 
for trees aged 21-24 years, compared to a higher 21.87% applied on FFB produced from trees aged 
10-20 years.  Given that there FFB prices were still soft and had not really caught up with the 
Indonesian inflation rate, the POC CEO agreed to have the POC continuing to apply a higher oil 
extraction rate factor of 21.87% for farmers’ FFB for higher prices than the official decree.  Figure 4B 
below presents a comparison of the official published FFB prices and POC offered prices 





FIGURE 4B: FFB PRICE RECEIVED BY FARMERS FROM OCT 2005 TO MAR 2016, COMPARISON OF POC 
OFFERED PRICES AND OFFICIAL PUBLISHED PRICES 
 
Source: POC records of price and official local Riau Agricultural Department published weekly FFB price from October 2005 to 
February 2016 
 
During this period, farmers enjoyed higher prices of about 2.83% - 9.69% over the actual FFB prices 
that should have been applied to the FFB produced from older trees.  The main rationale for this was 
that the POC mill had found the quality and oil content of the FFB produced from those older trees to 
be comparable to that of the younger trees. Furthermore, this would serve to reward the farmers for 
their commitment in maintaining their plantation plots according to the agronomic best practices 
consistently in the second and third stage of plantation development.   
 
It appears that the POC’s reputation for taking care of its farmers are well-known amongst the local 
community members, causing other independent farmers to request participation under the POC’s 
plasma program.   This is evidenced by a quote, presented below, from an interview carried out with 
a random local community member (surrounding the plantation): 
 
[QUOTE] “We all know the POC takes care of the farmers, and help them to become successful.  I also 
want to join the POC as plasma, but they said that that I still have an outstanding loan with the bank 
for my plantation land, and it would not be legal to join.” 
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According to the POC Regional Controller, not all other palm oil companies continued to support their 
plasma farmers once the handover of the plasma plots to farmers is completed at the beginning of 
the second stage of plantation development.   The support given by the POC to the farmers also 
underscores the availability of channels for farmers to raise issues and problems to the POC in an open 
and frank manner, with farmers being able to “complain” freely to POC Division Assistants about issues 
they face, and with the Cooperative Management Team being able to raise issues directly to the POC 
Regional Controller during monthly meetings.  Both research participant farmers and the Cooperative 
Head indicated they felt free to raise issues without fear of repercussion.  There also appears to be 
good communication within the organisation of the POC Operations Department, where opinions 
from the ground (received by the POC Division Assistants) are also shared upwards to the POC Regional 
Controller and the POC CEO.  The anecdotes shared by the POC CEO and the POC ops personnel, shows 
that farmers’ problems are taken seriously, especially where the welfare of the farmers could 
potentially be negatively impacted, or when the stability of the POC plantation structure could be 
threatened. 
 
Farmers’ contribution in reducing tension in the relationship  
While there had been much effort expended by the POC in addressing the tension in the relationship, 
the POC CEO noted that the farmers had also contributed to their own successes in the palm 
plantation through their industriousness and good temperament.  In an interesting viewpoint, the POC 
CEO opined that the farmers, who were largely transmigrants from Java, were resilient to the 
challenges of early plantation life, were hardworking (Zaumseil et al., 2014) and primarily displayed a 
willing attitude to make good in their situation.  He narrated that the plasma program in this particular 
region was rather successful; one reason for which was the high percentage of transmigrants who 
were Javanese or Batakese16.  Although there were complaints about some of the deemed unfairness 
of the POC policies, the farmers were mainly peaceful and open to discussions and explanations, and 
were more willing to understand the POC’s own situation and limitations, and displayed gratitude 
towards the improvement of their wellbeing.  In contrast, other plantations located on other islands 
were not similarly successful, and explained by the POC CEO, a higher proportion of farmers were 
locals, or were from tribes that could not acclimatise to an agricultural farming lifestyle (Potter, 2008) 
and probably persisted in going back to their traditional livelihoods (Potter, 2008), or were more prone 
to quarrelsome and violent behaviour.   The POC CEO believed that having a higher proportion of 
Javanese transmigrants in the farmer group had an affirmative impact on the outcome of the 
                                                          




plantation development as the Javanese tend to positively influence their peer farmers towards 
acceptance of the plantation farmer lifestyle. 
 
A mutually dependent relationship with expectations of paternalism 
 
Dependency of farmers as the less powerful party 
From the outset of the POC-farmer relationship within the transmigration program, the dependency 
that farmers have on the POC is established, with farmers viewing the dependency in the relationship 
as unidirectional.  With the personal experience of the benign and beneficial aspects of partnership 
with the POC, it is likely that the farmers could have formed the expectation of this continued support 
from the POC.  Despite farmers being financially independent from the POC presently, farmers 
continue to involve the POC ops personnel in regard to their problems, whether or not these were 
related to plantation matters, and continue to seek the POC’s support in times of low FFB production 
or depressed prices (as further highlighted in Subsection 4.2.1). It seems that the sense of dependency 
has come to manifest as a reliance on and anticipation of the POC’s paternalistic role towards the 
farmers, regardless of the farmers’ current status.   Beyond the POC’s self-imposed responsibility for 
seeing that farmers would not be left behind on the socio-economic scale, there is a sense that the 
POC would continue to use their influence and resources to help farmers with their problems.  It 
appears that this is constructed based on a reciprocal father-son / patronage relationship prevalent in 
Indonesian culture (Irawanto, 2011) whereby farmers would allow themselves to be subjected to the 
strict rules / guidelines imposed by the POC but expect that in return, POCs would be obliged to 
provide support, assistance and advice to help resolve the problems faced by farmers. 
 
Dependency from the view point of the POC 
From the POC’s point of view, the POC was also dependent, to some degree, on the cooperation of 
the farmers in some aspects of the partnership.  During the first stage of plantation development, the 
POC acted as the guarantor for the entire amount of loans granted to the farmers, amounting to 
around IDR 20 billion (USD 10million)17, for plantation development. This guarantee was necessary, 
without which no program-sponsored state-owned bank would have provided the loan, deeming the 
collateral of the land title (owned by farmers) as insufficient and challenging to realistically enforce.  
However, this role of guarantor by the POC shaped the dependency that the POC had on the farmers 
later in the relationship, which resulted in the POC tightly “controlling” farmers’ exclusive sale of 
plasma FFB to the POC during the second stage of plantation development.  If farmers were allowed 
                                                          
17 Year 1991 USD-IDR average rate 1,982 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
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to sell their FFB to other external mills, the process of loan repayment would collapse. Without a 
critical volume of FFB delivered by farmers, the POC would have lower volumes of CPO for sale, thus 
facing reduced revenues, and generating insufficient monies in the FFB-CPO value chain for loan 
repayment.  As a guarantor to the loan, the POC would be obliged to make good any shortfalls to the 
lender banks.  Other potential negative impacts to the POC includes causing the POC mill not being 
able to operate at capacity and thus being unable to recover the cost of investment; POC being unable 
to reap the benefit of investing (good quality FFB) in the plasma plots with good seeds and the 
agronomic best practices, and missing production and revenue targets and facing lower profitability. 
Some other plantation companies were unable to exercise exclusive sale of FFB from their plasma 
farmers, thus suffered huge losses in the later years of plantation development.  This could set off a 
vicious cycle, where plantation companies would try to extract as much financial gain from their 
plasma farmers in anticipation of future losses, but result in farmers seeking to secure their interests 
by dealing with other third party FFB buyers and mills deemed to be less unfair and extractive then 
their original partner company, thus causing the realisation of the losses anticipated. 
 
While the exclusive FFB sale to the POC Mill was an extremely important aspect for the POC, and 
although clearly set out in the Cooperation Agreement for the heavy penalties and remedies that POC 
could impose on the any farmers “caught” selling FFB to the external mills, it could not be compelled 
through solely legalistic means or forceful action.  Instead, the POC adopts other approaches to deal 
with the issue.  From a “hard” approach, the POC stations several security personnel at strategic 
locations to check that trucks with FFB are not leaving the plantation zone and taking unnecessary 
routes that do not ultimately lead to the POC mill.  The Cooperative Management team members 
were also roped in to remind farmers of their commitment to the exclusive FFB sale to the POC mills.  
From a “soft” approach, the POC attempts to foster good relationships with the farmers via the 
provision of support and the implementation of new measures that benefit farmers even at relatively 
small expense to the POC, to increase farmers’ willingness to continue partnering with the POC for 
exclusive FFB sale.  This is done via persuasive steering of farmers towards continual partnership which 
emphasizes the benefit to the farmers, and downplays the mutual benefit to both parties.  The POC 
Regional Controller explained that given farmers’ ambivalence over the bank loans, the POC was 
extremely careful not to arouse further mistrust by appearing to benefit from suggested 
recommendations, so as to avoid any unnecessary resistance from farmers, which would then have to 




The POC was entirely cognizant that farmers’ dependency in the first two stages of the plantation 
development, and which involuntarily bonded farmers to the POC, would diminish and disappear in 
the third stage when farmers became affluent and financially independent.  To continue being 
relevant to farmers, the dependency relationship had to evolve from a paternalistic one to a 
partnership one, where farmers willingly “bonded” themselves to the POC for their continued success 
on the basis of fairness and reciprocity.  It appears that the farmers did not grasp this particular 
dependency of the POC, nor had the perspective that their actions (of non-exclusive FFB sale to 
external mills) could have such a detrimental impact on the POC.  This was likely in part due to the 
farmers’ perceptions being narrowly centred on their own challenging situations, and in part due to 
the POC ops personnel never explicitly illustrating this to the farmers, perhaps wanting to conceal this 
dependency so as not to increase farmers’ bargaining power for additional demands. 
 
The relationship between farmers and POC now 
 
Now being the 25th year since the commencement of plantation development, the current relationship 
between the farmers and the POC is good and marked by high levels of trust, familiarity and 
amicability.  It was observed that the atmosphere and exchanges between farmers and POC ops 
personnel during the initial research Q&A session were relaxed and genial, with farmers and POC ops 
personnel making jokes and laughing together, and there was no tension that was perceptible or 
concerns from the farmers that their identities were open to the POC ops personnel.  There was a 
discernible sense of pride in the POC ops personnel in having contributed to making visible differences 
in the farmers’ lives.  From the farmers’ perspective, there appeared to be a strong sense of gratitude 
to the POC in their narratives.   
 
4.1.4  The notion of CSR within the POC from past interaction with farmers  
 
This section assesses the engagement of the POC ops personnel with the farmers (in the past) using 
the theoretical framework described in Chapter 2.  Summarising from the findings, the actions taken 
by the POC ops personnel in relation to the farmers ranged from providing small assistance and 
favours to farmers in their times of need, treating farmers with respect and being open and 
transparent with price, grading and revenue information, and providing price support for farmers in a 
low FFB price environment.  Based on Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology, these actions would be identified 
within the ethical and philanthropic dimensions of responsibility, given that they were not 
purposefully carried out for tangible or identifiable economic gains (identified within economic 
dimension of responsibility), and lay beyond the legal requirements of the PIR TRANS arrangement 
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between the POC and the farmers.  It is unclear to which the extent that social expectations (and 
internal POC owner values) would have shaped the respectful treatment of farmers and the provision 
of small assistance.  From the farmers’ perspective, the expectation of responsibility from the POC 
was absent in the first stage of plantation development, given the high levels of uncertainty towards 
the POC and the POC ops personnel.  However, towards and during the second stage of plantation 
development, although the farmers do no explicitly articulate an expectation of responsibility of the 
POC towards their issues, there exists a high dependency on the POC to assist them nonetheless. From 
the POC perspective, it is likely that internal leadership and manager values have shaped the actions 
identified with the philanthropic dimensions of responsibility, resulting in the POC providing price 
support to the farmers.  At the same time, it is important to note that this action was prefaced by the 
POC assessment of its own financial capabilities of providing support, pointing to the primacy of the 
economic responsibility dimension. 
 
Based on Mitchell et al. (1997) stakeholder salience framework, it can be assessed that the POC ops 
personnel perceive farmers lacking any power in the relationship with the POC, and in fact are almost 
fully dependent on the POC for various aspects of palm plantation life cycle, and hence also lacking in 
the urgency dimension.  Farmers are legitimate stakeholders as clearly indicated by the co-
dependency that the POC has on the farmer regarding FFB supply and loan repayment.  This is despite 
the recognition that any significant and sustained non-sale of the FFB to the POC could result in a 
poorer economic result suffered by the POC.  If the POC ops personnel had utilised Mitchell et al. 
(1997) stakeholder salience framework, farmers would be classified as discretionary stakeholders, 
whom Mitchell et al. (1997) predict that managers face no pressure to engage with and who would be 
recipients of philanthropic charity.  However, from the POC personnel’s narratives, it is precisely the 
farmers’ lack of power rather than their possession of power, that cause the POC ops personnel to 
“take care” (this phrase mentioned over 30 times) and display or take CSR type actions towards them. 
Furthermore, the POC was able to utilise the power differential to benignly manage the relationship 
with the farmers.  The message and value clearly comes from the top management / owners of the 
POC, who expound the value that the POC has a responsibility to taking care of the farmers – stemming 
likely from the Indonesian patriarchal culture (Irawanto, 2011), as well as recognising the higher 
purpose of the palm plantation development as being part of the government’s economic drive to 
reduce poverty in rural areas. Hence the POC will take care of the farmers under not just the 
contractual obligations of the PIR TRANS program, but termed as “under their care”.  This might run 
counter to the extant literature of CSR and stakeholder theory from the developed economies and 
present an alternative outlook to the CSR agenda in the developing country.  The POC ops personnel 
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do not view their actions and assistance as part of the official and larger CSR agenda of the POC, 
neither are these reported in CSR reports to external stakeholders to the POC, but rather, takes on 
this responsibility in a natural and ethical manner. 
 
Section on conclusion on the recollections of the past 
The relationship between the farmers and the POC ops, and the evolution of such, is important for the 
understanding of how the farmers have decided what issues they perceive are important; the 
expectation of how the other party should react to the problems; and how they should be assisted.  
With this section, it has provided a solid background information regarding the contractual aspects of 
palm plantation set up and the obligations of either party of the farmers and the POC.  This allowed 
the researcher to better understand how the problem arose from the context of the operations, and 
from the actions / inactions of the both the farmers and the POC have shaped the problem and the 
current expectations of either party in terms of dealing with the issue. 
 
4.2 Articulation of farmers’ issues 
 
This section presents firstly, the articulation of the problems by the farmers; and secondly, the 
responses of the POC to those problems raised.  The initial expectation was that gathering of 
perspectives from the farmers, followed by a participative discussion between the farmers and the 
POC ops personnel.  The data from the latter was expected to provide a perspective from both parties 
and suggestions as to how the problem could be resolved.  In reality, the particular topic was met with 
unexpected reticence on the part of the farmer participants.  The lack of candour resulted in a single 
awkward session with the farmers, which the researcher subsequently augmented with a separate 
interview session with the Cooperative head to elicit more details and his perspective.  The researcher 
presents the reflection upon this incident below.  Given the few details and perspective compared to 
the earlier discussions, there was minimal data analysis except for the summarising of the articulations 
of the farmers. 
 
4.2.1  Issues that farmers are currently faced with 
 
Desire to be offered more plantation land for acquisition 
The first issue raised related to the farmers wishing to acquire more plantation land, with the POC’s 
help and influence. All the farmers present recognised the value in owning palm plantation land, which 
after a few years of investment, would be able to generate additional passive income for the farmers 
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(Zen & Gondowarsito, 2005; McCarthy, 2010; Rival & Levang, 2014).  Farmers envisioned that these 
additional palm plantation plots could be especially valuable if developed with the POC’s good quality 
seeds and the POC’s recommended best agronomic activities (being carried out by hired plantation 
workers).  In the third stage of the plantation development, once farmers were aware of the benefit 
of owning a palm plantation, many of them purchased additional non-plasma plantation land financed 
by collateralised loans arranged by the POC and its sister bank. 
 
However, farmers noted that there appeared to be increasing competition for the acquisition of 
plantation land, probably due to the relatively “good life” of a plantation owner.  Land was not as 
cheap as before, when the farmers themselves first purchased their additional land parcels.  Based on 
their knowledge, plasma plantations (those owned by the farmers), which were well-regarded for the 
good quality FFB and strong POC management could be worth IDR 380million (USD 28,300)18 for 2 
hectares.  In comparison, non-plasma land was valued at IDR 150-180 million (USD 11,200 – 
USD13,400)19 for the same acreage.  Farmers believed that the POC could help with the identification 
of available land, or perhaps linking willing buyers to other fellow plasma farmer who wanted to sell 
their plots.   When probed about how the farmers believed the POC should assist them in their pursuit 
to obtain more plantation land, farmers were generally of the view that POC, being more influential 
and having more connections in the industry, would be able to find a way to help, but did not further 
elaborate on these. 
 
Continued drop in palm oil prices, and FFB price, and thus lower income  
The second issue raised related to the farmers’ concern over falling FFB prices.  Farmers displayed 
some knowledge of the palm oil market and the trend of CPO (which is derived from the FFB) prices, 
which had been falling or at low levels for much of the year.  While farmers did not further elaborate 
on the notion of “suffering” when further probed, it was likely that this would be linked to farmers’ 
own consumptive lifestyle and high leverage (for purchases of land or other material items).  A 
decrease in income from a low FFB price environment could realistically result in farmers being unable 
to meet their obligations, and thus result in some form of “suffering”. 
 
                                                          
18 Year 2016 USD-IDR average rate 13,424 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
19 Year 2016 USD-IDR average rate 13,424 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
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Figure 4C below presents the juxtaposition of monthly FFB prices against monthly inflation, and it can 
be seen that in the past two years since early 2014, FFB prices have fallen by more than 37% from the 
peak of March 2014 (IDR1,970/kg or USD 0.18/kg)20 to March 2016 (IDR1,242/kg or USD 0.09/kg)21.   
 
FIGURE 4C: JUXTAPOSITION OF MONTLY FFB PRICES AND INFLATION FROM JAN 2013 TO MAR 2016 
 
Source: Official local Riau Agricultural Department published weekly FFB price from October 2005 to February 2016; 
https://www.bi.go.id/en/moneter/inflasi/data for Monthly CPI Inflation 
 
There appears to be significant volatility in the CPO price and hence FFB prices, owing to the 
uncertainty and even pessimism in the near-term outlook22, thus resulting in the similar uncertainty 
for farmers in terms of income.  This is exacerbated with the advent of higher inflation averaging 
6.26%23 over the same period from March 2014 to March 2016.  When probed about how the farmers 
believed the POC should assist them in this regard, farmers again did not provide any detailed 
response, perhaps knowing that the POC itself does not have control over prices.  Figure 4C presents 
the comparison between the FFB prices and the rate of inflation between Jan 2013 and Mar 2016 – to 
illustrate how the FFB prices in the decreasing price environment against inflation. 
 
Being provided with more assistance and support for the replanting exercise 
The third issue raised related to the farmers’ concern over the impending replanting exercise, which 
was slated to take place from 2017 onward. Farmers expressed the sense that they were not entirely 
                                                          
20 Year 2014 USD-IDR average rate 10,438 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
21 Year 2016 USD-IDR average rate 13,424 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
22 Source: International Monetary Fund 
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sure of what to expect, and perhaps they were not really prepared for the exercise, from the financial 
perspective.  Farmers were aware that the replanting exercise would incur significant expense, and 
that there would be no income from FFB production and sale in the following four years, similar to the 
first stage of plantation development they had experienced at the beginning of the transmigration 
program.  When asked about how the farmers were preparing for this, the Cooperative Management 
Team member noted that the Cooperative had instituted a mandatory savings program for the 
farmers to put aside a portion of their monthly income, amounting to IDR 300,000 (USD 22,700)24.  
This amount would be distributed to contributing farmers on a monthly basis during the replanting 
period when there was no income from FFB production.  The further probing for additional details on 
the savings program were left unanswered, as farmers reiterated that it would be best to have the 
POC assist them in the issue.  However, when probed further for their opinions about how the POC 
should provide assistance, farmers again did not provide any detailed response. 
 
Researcher reflections 
The discussion was initially framed as farmers helping to indicate areas in which there were problems, 
or which could be improved, by referencing the Mahmud et al.  (2010) framework (presented in 
Subsection 3.1.3, Figure 3A), as opportunity for the POC to improve its CSR agenda. However, farmers 
implicitly rejected the direction of such a discussion, being significantly less chatty in their general 
answers.  Farmers were also reluctant to describe any issues in a manner that would put the POC and 
the POC ops personnel in a negative light.  The following two quotes from farmers’ participants, in 
response to providing inputs towards the POC’s CSR agenda to benefit the farmers, illustrate the 
unwillingness of farmers to speak in detail about the subject: 
 
[QUOTE] “We are all doing very well – no point going over all these questions one by one, or searching 
for something that is wrong...  We are happy and thankful to have reached this stage already, so as a 
respect to the Company, we wish to also show others outside party that we are satisfied and thankful.” 
Cooperative Head  
 
[QUOTE] “The CSR from the company is that we have all been successful as farmers now…” 
Farmer 
 
As such, the discussion was framed in a different manner, where farmers were invited to share the 
issues they currently needed help with, or were seriously concerned with, that the POC could be of 
                                                          
24 Year 2016 USD-IDR average rate 13,424 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
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assistance.  This line of inquiry elucidated a more enthusiastic response, with the majority of the 
discussion led mainly by the Cooperative Head.   
 
Going over the farmers’ reticence over providing feedback to the POC for specific areas of 
improvement, the Cooperative Head suggested that farmers did not wish to show the POC in negative 
light. Perhaps the framework imposed too much structure, akin to a checklist to find fault with the 
POC, and the farmers could have felt uncomfortable with the sudden change in the interview style 
which was previously less structured when farmers were free to share their personal stories.  This 
resulted in farmers implicitly rejecting the initial discussion structure until it was changed to focus on 
farmers’ problems instead, without directly being linked to any shortcomings of the POC. 
 
This incident served as an important reminder of the sensitivity that a researcher should have in the 
research setting, especially towards the research participants (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).  Although 
it was deemed that a certain level of rapport and trust had been established with the farmers, there 
was still a sense “outsiderness” with which the researcher was viewed, and who was certainly not a 
close part of the farmers’ normal and familiar inner circle.  In this regard, there are areas which the 
farmers deemed much too private or sensitive to explore in depth.  While the farmers were willing to 
speak candidly about their past and the difficulties faced then, perhaps it was not easy for them to 
discuss in similar terms, the state of existing issues, or problems in which they or the POC were a part 
of.  From the comments of the Cooperative Head, it was also realised that the etiquette of the 
Javanese culture had been forgotten by the researcher, where the thankfulness of the farmers to their 
benefactors, the POC, would prohibit farmers from speaking unwell of the POC in direct terms of what 
the POC had not done well and could improve, more so, to a perceived outsider like the researcher.   
 
From the responses from the farmers, it did appear to the researcher that the farmers firstly did not 
wish to go into too much detail with regard to their description and narration of the problems; 
secondly, did not provide any suggestions as to how the problems could be resolved to the satisfaction 
of the farmers; and thirdly, took the stance that the researcher should defer to the POC (and the Ops 
personnel) for assistance on the problems, without any mention as to how farmers themselves 





4.2.2  Reactions of the POC towards farmers’ issues  
 
The problems raised by the farmers were brought forth to the POC ops personnel, in the effort to find 
out the ways in which the POC ops personnel believe the POC could be of assistance.  The POC ops 
personnel showed a familiarity to the issues that were raised by the farmers, indicating that the 
farmers had indeed raised these to the POC ops personnel prior to this.  However, the reaction to the 
problems (that had already been familiar) was that of a dismissive attitude (a key category identified 
from data analysis) rationalised with the focused codes of no justification for POC’s actions as well as 
the farmers’ contributory actions identified.   Table 4C below summarise the categories and focused 
codes that were identified from analysis of POC ops personnel responses to farmers’ issues. 
 
TABLE 4C: KEY CATEGORIES AND FOCUSED CODES IDENTIFIED FROM POC RESPONSES TO FARMER 
ISSUES 
 
Key Category: Dismissiveness (on the response of the POC ops personnel to farmer 
problems articulated) 
Perspective Key category identified 1: 
No justification for POC action 
Key category identified 2: 





 Have already made effort to assist 
 Not under POC sphere of influence 
 
Focused codes 
 Farmers’ consumptive lifestyle 
 Farmers’ expectation of POC support 
 
 
No justification for POC action 
Regarding the first issue of plantation land availability for farmer acquisition, the POC Regional 
Controller noted that this was occasionally raised by farmers, especially those who were more 
enterprising and were eager to earn more income.  The POC ops personnel had also explained this to 
famers, that there was no readily available land from a land bank that could simply be released for 
acquisition by either the POC or the farmers – new land had to be earmarked by the local government 
for palm plantation, and it may or may not be allocated to existing farmers nor the POC for purchase.  
The POC Finance Manager noted that the only assistance that the POC could provide, and continue to 
provide, was working with its sister bank to provide financing to those farmers for their proposed land 
acquisition. 
 
Regarding the second issue of low FFB prices, the POC Regional Controller noted that this was an issue 
frequently raised by the farmers, especially during the recent periods of depressed CPO market prices, 
and believed that this issue raised was better contextualised in light of two recent policy 
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pronouncements.  The first was an announcement, in mid-2015, from the local Riau Agriculture 
Ministry seeking alignment of FFB prices offered by palm oil companies with stipulated government 
guidelines.  This effectively disallows the POC from assigning a higher oil extraction rate factor to the 
existing plasma FFB produced from older trees (25 years of age), and thus eroding the higher prices 
that the POC offered to farmers (described in Subsection 4.1.3).  After the policy announcement, 
farmers’ income were effectively reduced by almost 10% (in September 2015) from what they had 
been accustomed to.  The second policy was a contemplated one for the imposition of 10% tax on 
exported CPO sale25 (by the palm oil companies).  A portion of such a tax would be borne by the POC, 
the seller of the CPO, and the remaining would be transferred to farmers in the form of lower FFB 
prices, and again, potentially lowering their incomes. 
 
POC ops personnel appeared to sympathize with farmers in this regard to the issue of low price 
environment. In the current age of palm plantation, farmers continue to experience declining FFB 
production of about 65% - 70% of peak production.  With the impact of lowered prices and a possible 
imposition of the value added tax, farmers suffer a double negative impact to their income.  
Furthermore, with FFB prices remaining soft over the last and not even keeping up with annual 
inflation (Figure 4C above), farmers would be earning a decreasing real income from their plasma 
plantations. The POC CEO indicated that it was challenging for the POC to provide any further support 
on pricing to boost farmers’ incomes, as the POC’s profitability had similarly been negatively impacted 
by the fall in CPO prices.   
 
Regarding the third issue of obtaining POC support for the replanting exercise, the POC Regional 
Controller indicated that he and his team were fully aware of the challenges that farmers would face 
during replanting and the first four years thereafter, mainly relating to farmers not receiving any 
income during the replanting period and first stage of palm plantation. The POC ops personnel 
indicated that the POC had tried to help by initiating of the replanting savings program, which was 
first mooted 5 years ago, but which had only been seriously implemented about 2 years ago by the 
Cooperative.  Although efforts were made by the POC ground personnel to socialise and persuade and 
remind the farmers to be more prudent with their expenditure, and to put aside monies for replanting, 
but this had been perceived by some farmers as being “naggy”.  As such, the amount of savings has 
fallen short of the requirement (as what the POC estimated would provide a comfortable buffer for 
the farmers’ living expenses).  However, the POC ops personnel believed that farmers’ alternate 
sources of income from their other business ventures or other non-plasma plantation plots would 
                                                          
25 Source: Palm oil board, Agriculture Ministry 
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enable them to live out the first 4 years of plantation development comfortably.  When asked about 
the possibility of obtaining additional financing for the farmers in the form of personal loans, the POC 
Finance Manager explained that while bank financing could be easily obtained for the replanting 
expenses (actual land clearing, seedling planting and plantation development) with the plasma land 
posted as collateral, this was not the case for personal loans.  Banks generally view personal loans to 
farmers as being high risk, given the lack of possible collateral, compared with a guarantee from the 
POC for replanting expense loans and consequently would likely charge a much significantly higher 
interest compared to the presently available commercial rates, which would be prohibitive to farmers 
taking on such loans in the first place. 
 
Farmers’ contributory actions 
The POC ops personnel generally held the opinion that the farmers led a “highly consumptive lifestyle” 
(a phrase mentioned over 20 times in the discussion) and were also highly leveraged in making their 
purchases, be it for land acquisition, business investments or other material items.  This was in great 
contrast to their frugal attitudes in the early years of the plantation development.  Many farmers spent 
on new houses, motorcycles, cars, and even marrying new wives thus having multiple families to 
support.  On top of this, many farmers wanted to acquire more land with more loans, displaying a 
more enterprising and higher risk-taking attitude compared many of the POC ops personnel 
themselves, and with some farmers even appearing more prosperous that the POC Division Assistants.  
It appeared that farmers were cognizant of their own inability to save money, and were happy to view 
their monthly loan instalments as “savings” towards a material asset or land which they could enjoy 
now.   The POC ops personnel speculated that farmers may have wanted physical reminders of their 
success to prove to themselves that they had “made it”, or even having friendly competition with 
other farmers to tangibly display their success and material wealth.  It was these that had led to 
farmers being over-extended in their spending, hence, being vulnerable to declines in plasma FFB 
income. The POC ops personnel also did not believe that they were not financial experts and hence 
were not qualified to interfere with the farmers’ lives to “force them to save more money”, believing 
that its main responsibility did not go beyond helping farmers obtain necessary loans to finance the 
replanting exercise.  When probed further for any possible support that could be provided regardless, 
the POC CEO indicated that his team could organising an educational session for farmers to learn more 
about sound financial management. 
 
The POC had much less influence over the farmers’ lives following the farmers’ decreasing 
dependence on the POC, but farmers still retained an ingrained expectation for POC support in many 
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aspects of the lives, even those that were clearly unrelated to agronomic issues.   The POC CEO noted 
that as farmers became more affluent and self-sufficient, the POC had less influence in their lives, and 
hence did not feature as much in terms of providing support (even from an agronomic sense) to the 
farmers.  However, due to the heavy reliance on the POC in the early stages of palm plantation 
development, farmers retain an ingrained expectation for POC support in many aspects of their lives, 
even those that were clearly unrelated to agronomic issues.  Farmers at times view the POC as all-
able, given the resources the latter had, and the type of all-encompassing assistance that the POC had 
provided in the early stages of palm plantation development.  The POC CEO explained that the POC 
was rightly concerned for the welfare of the farmers back in the early stages, given the vulnerability 
of the farmers’ situations which could cause the entire transmigration program to fail if a strong 
influence was not exercised to provide relief and support for famers during then.  The POC was 
similarly committed to the government and its own internal values to guide the transmigration 
program to success.  However, once the POC had played its part and now that the farmers were clearly 
out of poverty and financially independent, it was appropriate to have the POC reduce its influence to 
solely agronomic and plantation business related matters and maintain a good relationship with the 
farmers for continued business partnership and mutual benefit. 
 
4.2.3  Issues that POC are currently concerned with 
 
Further to responding to farmers’ problems; the POC ops personnel then shared their problems they 
were facing to the researcher without any prompting.  This was interesting as the given that the main 
focus of the research project were supposed to have been on the farmers and their issues, but the 
researcher recognised the expectation of the POC in relation to the outcomes of the study, as how the 
pursuit of practical solutions should also include tangible benefits accruing to the POC.  These are 
briefly summarised below: 
Sale of non-plasma FFB to the POC 
From a plantation perspective, an ongoing issue faced by the POC is the sale of non-plasma FFB to the 
POC mill.  During the earlier stages of the plantation development, some farmers on their own accord, 
had planted palm trees within the acreage allotted for subsistence farming, and had tried to sell those 
FFB produced together with the FFB produced from their own plasma plots.  These non-plasma FFB 
were mixed in together with the plasma FFB and delivered together to the mills, but were easily 
identified by the FFB graders for their visibly smaller bunch size and smaller individual fruit size.  The 
non-plasma FFB would then be removed from the entire stock of plasma FFB, and farmers would have 
to clear them off from the POC mill (at their expense), and perhaps seek a willing purchaser from an 
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external mill.  These non-plasma FFB were rejected by the POC on the basis that the agronomic 
practices and inputs for the non-plasma palm trees were not those advocated or closely managed by 
the POC, and hence with the quality of such non-plasma was unestablished and uncertain.  According 
to the POC Regional Controller, it is likely that farmers wish to obtain plasma FFB prices for their non-
plasma FFB production, as the POC follows the published price for FFB purchase while other mills 
might impose an opportunistic steep discount.  The POC Regional Controller views that non-plasma 
FFB should command lower prices given the perceived lower quality of the non-plasma FFB, and that 
the POC mill would impose a discount off plasma FFB prices if it were to purchase the non-plasma FFB. 
 
This issue became more serious during the third stage of plantation development, when more farmers 
purchased other non-plasma plantation plots, and as the POC mill graders detected higher volumes of 
non-plasma FFB being delivered to the POC mill.  Instead of instructing farmers to clear of the non-
plasma FFB, the POC perceived a risk where farmers could then mix plasma FFB together with the 
rejected non-plasma FFB to sell at external mills, and hence the POC mills withheld all non-plasma FFB 
delivered, resulting in a huge opportunity cost for farmers in lost income from non-plasma FFB. This 
was hope to seriously discourage farmers from delivering non-plasma FFB to mills in the first place.  
According to the POC CEO, a number of discussions were held with both the individual farmer and the 
Cooperative to persuade farmers to adhere to the POC policy.  The POC CEO also hinted at the 
occurrence of several protests (likely peaceful ones) held by the farmers and the Cooperative, the 
mood of which were tempered by the presence of local police.  Presently, there are still occasional 
incidents of non-plasma FFB being delivered, and farmers continue to be warned against such 
practices when they occur.  There is no definite resolution to the problem at present, but the POC 
Regional Controller believes that such as issue would decrease as farmers’ additional plantation 
acreage is gradually replanted and managed with the involvement of POC when the existing non-
plasma plantations life cycles end.   Additionally, the POC’s consistent position over this issue will likely 
result in gradual acceptance by farmers and the Cooperative. 
 
Preference for full management plasma plantation plots 
The second issue highlighted by the POC Operations ground personnel pertains to the desire of the 
POC to convert existing plasma plantations (which are managed by the individual farmers) to be fully 
managed by the POC, where every aspect of the plantation agronomic practices would be carried out 
by the POC and its plantation workers, (similar to that of the first stage of plantation development), 
harvested FFB would be recorded each month and the farmers would be paid according to the FFB 
weight.  Expenses would be passed on to the farmers along with a 5% management fee paid to the 
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POC.  There are some other plantations in other concession areas that are fully managed by the POC 
with good results and income, with farmers of such plantations being generally satisfied.  The POC 
Regional Controller explained that such an arrangement would result in a win-win situation for both 
the POC and the farmers.  Farmers, especially those who are ageing and less energetic, would be able 
to receive a good income, while enjoying the security of the entire process being properly managed 
by the POC, with almost no effort or exertion on their part.  This could be particularly salient for those 
farmers whose 2nd and 3rd generation may not be keen to be involved in the palm plantation, especially 
if they had received education or found jobs outside of the local towns.  From the POC’s viewpoint, 
the POC would have even better control over the quality of the FFB, introduce more mechanisation 
process which saves costs, and ensure that there would not be any unauthorised sale of FFB to 
external mills, thus securing its own viability and profitability.  With this, the POC mill would be able 
to reach good productivity KPIs (Key Performance Indicators), and perhaps even improve its current 
oil extraction rate.  The POC Regional Controller noted that farmers would receive monthly 
performance reports to bring about a sense of accountability and transparency to the manner in which 
income and expenses are derived. 
 
The POC CEO noted that existing farmers remain unconvinced about the benefits of having a full 
managed plasma plantation plot, explaining that farmers retain pride in managing their own 
plantation plots, and that they would likely feel a sense of security from the fact that they had the 
ultimate control and say over their own plantation plots.  The proposal to turn over the plasma plots 
to a full managed arrangement represents a significant change in the way things were done, and that 
farmers had to be socialised with the idea or given the opportunity to witness the benefits enjoyed by 
other farmers in other plasma plantations under the full managed arrangement.  From the POC ops 
personnel’s point of view, this was not an urgent issue that necessitated any immediate action on the 
POC’s part, as there were still other opportunities to continue such a socialisation even during the 
upcoming plantation life cycle. 
 
Perceived threats from “blue-collar” farmers 
The third issue highlighted by the POC Operations ground personnel pertains to the possible scenario 
of having more and more plasma farmers selling their plasma plots to “blue collar farmers”, who were 
likely city persons with little knowledge of palm plantation agronomy, but who view palm plantation 
ownership as a good investment.  The POC Finance Manager noted that there had been more interest 
and inquiries about possible purchase of plantation land, thus driving up the prices of palm plantation 
land in general, which were in line with the farmers’ narratives.  He believed that the burgeoning 
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demand have caused inflation in plantation land prices to irrationally overpriced levels, as there are 
only a few years of productive harvest remaining before replanting takes place.  The POC CEO felt that 
such a trend could threaten the viability of the POC and the mills, as the blue collar farmers would not 
be beholden to the POC as the plasma farmers were, and would feel free to sell their FFB to other 
mills, or band together to form a mill of their own, thus bypassing the POC mill altogether.  While 
there would be no similar guarantee made by the POC to banks in such a situation, the POC could be 
disadvantaged by the low production volumes, thus impacting bottomline results. 
 
At present, there were only a handful of plasma farmers that had sold their plots to such blue-collar 
farmers, encashing their efforts and returning back to their home island to be with the rest of their 
extended family.  The POC CEO feared that this could be an increasing trend if the existing farmers’ 
2nd or 3rd generation, who have neither interest nor involvement in the palm oil industry, decide to 
exit the industry altogether.   However, the POC CEO expressed his belief that the existing plasma 
farmers sufficiently appreciated the prospect of owning a palm plantation and the stable incomes it 
generated, to completely exit presently.  Again, this was not an urgent issue that necessitated 
immediate action, but required more socialisation to the farmers’ 2nd and 3rd generation at a later 
stage, about the benefits of owning a palm plantation. 
 
4.2.4 Assessment of the POC’s responses to farmers’ problems from a CSR perspective 
 
This section assesses the responses of the POC to the issues raised by farmers in the present using the 
theoretical framework described in Chapter 2.  The responses from the POC, as identified by the 
researcher, were primarily centred on there being no justification for POC action on farmers’ issues 
because those were of the area of influence of the POC.  Furthermore, the POC ops personal also 
highlighted the contributory actions of the farmers especially in regard of the financing related issue.  
Based on Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology, the second and the third issues raised by farmers may be 
reasonably identified as social expectations.  Referencing the reports put forth by NGOs (i.e. Teoh, 
2010; World Bank Group, 2010; IFC, 2013) raises the issues of price support and access to financing 
WORD and appeals to private palm oil companies to provide assistance to smallholders in those areas.  
However, in the researcher’s opinion, these are likely not entrenched as social expectations nor 
industry norms, but a new area of appeal.  From the farmers’ perspective, there is certainly an 
expectation that the POC could assist with these, although it is likely that these are not considered 
specific responsibilities to be fulfilled by the POC per se, as these were not pursued aggressively with 
the POC ops personnel. From the POC ops personnel’s responses, it appears that the issue should not 
even fall within the scope of the philanthropic responsibility, given that the perception that farmers 
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had caused their own predicament.  Furthermore, The POC ops personnel did not believe that any 
support provided by farmers (in similar fashion to the price support provided in the past) would pass 
the economic responsibility dimension, as such support would be deemed as financially detrimental 
to the POC performance.  On another note, farmers equating CSR unto themselves from the POC as 
socio-economic success experienced from their involvement in the palm plantation industry is notable 
and will be further discussed in Chapter 5. 
 
Based on Mitchell et al. (1997) stakeholder salience framework, it appears that the primary change of 
the farmers’ economic status have affected the perceived power dimension where farmers are less 
dependent; less vulnerable and more experienced in the plantation industry presently, while the 
legitimacy and urgency dimensions remain unchanged.  The most observable change of the farmer’s 
status is that the farmers are significantly more well-to-do in the present, and have some level of 
financial independence, being able to make their own financial decisions regarding expenditures, 
given that there are no more amounts that are required for withholding for loan repayments.  This 
also means that the farmers’ dependency on the POC would have dropped rather significantly, such 
that from the CSR perspective, fewer voluntary CSR activities (of the same nature carried out during 
the early palm plantation life cycles) would have been necessary.  From the responses of the POC ops 
personnel, there is a sense that the change in power dimension of the farmers would have caused the 
POC ops personnel to believe that their responsibilities of “taking care” of the farmers from the first 
plantation life cycle have been properly discharged, and that any further assistance from their end 
was not entirely necessary.  This was compounded by the perspective of the POC ops personnel that 
the farmers’ predicament was not brought by POC commission or action, and consequently no 
remedial action was thus required.  The change in the POC’s view of the farmers’ salience from one 
that required being taken care of, to that of being faulted for causing their issues is notable.   
 
Section conclusion on the articulation of the problem 
Comparably thin data has been collected in relation to the problems that farmers were facing, and the 
responses of the POC ops personnel to these problems were that of familiarity, yet dismissiveness.  
This is in contrast to the reactions of willingness to provide assistance documented in Subsection 4.1.3 
of the findings.  The question in terms of how the POC can do to assist has not yet been answered, but 





4.3  Process and outcomes of the action and reflection cycle 
 
In this section, the action and reflection cycle of the situation is carried out, to allow the researcher to 
re-examine the narratives of the POC ops personnel, which resulted in the conclusion that no further 
assistance need to be provided to the farmers.  The also means that the POC’s view is not simply 
accepted by the researcher as an organisational insider, but challenged by the researcher as a 
practitioner of AR. The various pieces of information from both parties are put together to show a 
better presented analysis of the situation.  Thereafter will it be appropriate to carry out the first steps 
of inquiry or action toward the problems or situation. 
 
4.3.1 Reflection and analysis of the situation 
 
How the existence of issues and resolution process illustrate expected roles in the relationship  
From the farmer and POC ops personnel’s narratives, there was a sense that between two parties, the 
POC, being the more powerful and resourceful one, bore the responsibility of uncovering issues faced 
by the farmers, and ought to provide assistance or direct resources to resolve these.  It was observed 
that farmers raised issues and expressed hope that the POC could find solutions for farmers, but 
without farmers contributing any suggestions for betterment of their situations. This was a notion 
mutually understood and subscribed to by both the farmers and the POC ops personnel.  In contrast, 
the issues faced by the POC, as described by the POC ops personnel, were strictly confined within the 
domain of the POC alone.  This implied that farmers were not expected to immediately empathise 
with the issues identified by the POC, and that it was up to the POC to use socialisation methods to 
obtain famers’ empathy and buy-in to jointly find a resolution.  Hence, the POC ops personnel 
consistently indicated the need for socialisation to the farmers to gain acceptance or understanding, 
or stand firmly to the POC’s policies and finding alternatives, as farmers were not expected to 
automatically show support for the POC issues.  In addition, it appeared that the resolution of either 
farmer or POC issues generally skewed the effort and expense towards the POC, stemming from the 
power and resource differential between parties, as well as farmers’ expectation of the POC fulfilling 
its paternal role.  Perhaps these observed incidents are manifestations of the Indonesian paternalistic 
culture (Irawanto, 2011) within the palm plantations, where farmers continue to display attitudes of 
dependency based on the relative power positions (where the POC continues to be more powerful 






Regarding the farmers’ issues, these narratives of these appear to have been circumscribed by the 
definitions and rationale made by the POC ops personnel, and thus locking the perception that 
farmers’ issues were lacking in relevance and urgency.  However, there seems to be no consideration 
for the changes in the business environment of the palm plantation industry and the relevant impacts 
on the farmers, for which these are not within the control of neither farmers nor the POC.  Additional 
data should be gathered to understand how such changes (if any) has either contributed to or 
exacerbated the problems.  Another narrative propagated by the POC ops personnel, was that the key 
(and perhaps only) financial issue that farmers faced in relation to the replanting exercise for the 2nd 
plantation life cycle was in relation to the lack of / drop in income during the first 4 years of non-
production.  This again should be reassessed properly and viewed holistically with other concerns. 
From the researcher’s point of view, the farmers probably were unable to change the skewed 
narrative of the above, possibly due to the silent acknowledgement by the farmers of their own 
contributory actions (i.e. the poor financial management skills and their consumptive lifestyle) 
towards the problem they now face.  Perhaps the contributory actions of the farmers would have 
resulted in the POC ops personnel believing that since the POC was not culpable for any of the current 
situation and the consequences, and hence there was no need to extend responsibility towards 
making the situation better.  Additionally, perhaps the farmers were not able to articulate their issues 
in a manner that was business-like and factual, and were generally not able to make concrete 
suggestions as to what the POC could do to assist them.  They were more passive in dealing with the 
problem, which further added to the lack of urgency of the situation.  
 
Disparate issues and impasse indicating a possible stagnation in mindset 
Regarding the POC’s issues, it appeared that the POC ops personnel believed these could not be 
hurried towards a specific deadline for resolution, and thus required sufficient passage of time to 
either gain credibility and acceptance from farmers via socialisation (i.e. the rejection of non-plasma 
FFB and allowing for a full managed plasma plantation) or again, being out of the POC’s area of 
influence (i.e. sale of plasma plots to “blue-collar” farmers).  Perhaps due to the manner in which POC 
issues and farmers’ issues are dealt with by the POC and given different attention and attached with 
level of importance by the farmers, the POC ops personnel have come to view these issues as entirely 
disparate.  Together with the present success of the plasma program, and the overall satisfaction 
amongst the farmers and continued good relations, the POC ops personnel may feel no impetus to 
take action.  Perhaps with a lack of possible ideas to help farmers gain access to more credit during 
the replanting period, and rather than being exposed as unable to tangibly assist the farmers, the POC 
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preferred to remain in the areas of certainty.  These are likely reasons for the stagnating mindset held 
by the POC ops personnel in regard to the issues.  Further analysis should be carried out to assess for 
any links between the issues faced by farmers and those faced by the POC, before concluding that no 
action on the part of the POC is necessary. 
 
Researcher’s assessment of the farmers’ problems – how to focus any proposed intervention 
In the researcher’s view, this was the first decision point made during the action-reflection cycle, to 
assess the farmers’ problems and focus any proposed intervention.  The 1st farmer issue did not appear 
to be immediately pressing, and rather spoke of the aspirations that the farmers had for themselves 
in the future as successful farmers. The 2nd farmer issue was keenly important as it directly impacted 
the farmers’ income; however, given the present stage of farmers being loan-free (loans that were 
taken out for the development of the plantation during the first plantation life cycle) meant that there 
were no immediate legal ramifications that would be faced by farmers since a drop in income now 
had no more impact on the completed loan repayment.  Furthermore, given that the market price was 
generally not within the control of the POC or any of the participants in general, that this was an issue 
that would not be easy to scope in for any meaningful action.   
 
The 3rd issue, however, appeared to be of both importance and urgency, and where there was some 
influence that both farmers and POC could have on the issue with their actions (or inactions).  
Separately, the author also noted that the first issue relating to wanting to purchase more arable 
plantation land was in direct contradiction to the 3rd issue of financial help required for the replanting, 
this being an indication that farmers were not always able to manage their financial needs against 
existing resources and prioritizing their needs.  The respective discussions with the POC ops personnel 
and the Cooperative head seem to naturally gravitate towards topics / subjects of replanting.  The first 
outcome and point of decision derived from the researcher’s action reflection cycle resulted in the 
decision to narrow the focus of the study to primarily investigate the issue of replanting for the 
2nd plantation life cycle, as experienced by the farmers.  This was a necessary step due to the 
somewhat reticent of the farmers in providing further insight to the issues that they have raised, as 
well as the initial reluctance of the POC ops personnel in acknowledging that these issues could be 





4.3.2 Challenging Assumptions 
 
The POC Finance department had written a financial model presenting the estimated incomes of the 
farmers from the 2nd plantation life cycle – this contained the financial assumptions that were made 
by the POC in connection to delivering the forecast financial and operational performance for the 
organisation. Analysing this financial model was a quick way to assess the assumptions made of key 
variables and the estimated price and productivity trends across the years of the second plantation 
life cycle.  This was an exercise that was commonly performed by the researcher in his normal line of 
work within the organisation.  
 
Figure 4D compares the forecast monthly income in each year of plantation development based on 
the POC’s assumptions, and those based on assumptions put forth by the researcher.  This figure is 
used to clearly explain the researcher’s assessment of the POC’s assumptions below.  
 
FIGURE 4D: COMPARISON OF MONTHLY INCOME DURING SECOND PLANTATION LIFECYCLE: POC’S 
MODEL AND ASSUMPTIONS VS. REALISTIC MODEL 
 
Model scenario assumptions are presented in Appendix D  
Source: POC ops budget document; Author’s analysis 
 
The above figure above (yellow columns) present the forecast of farmers’ incomes during the 2nd 
plantation lifecycle, using the assumptions as decided upon by the POC Finance Department.   It shows 
a consistently increasing trend for income, starting at IDR 360 (USD 2.6 cents)26 in year 4, continuing 
on to year 12 during the period of loan repayment.  Thereafter there is a strong increase of incomes 
                                                          

































Year of plantation development in second plantation life cycle
POC model: Farmer managed, interest 13% p.a., high FFB px
Realistic model: Farmer managed, interest 13% p.a.
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(of almost IDR 15,000 (USD 1.20)27 from Year 13 onwards, of average 8% compounded annual growth.  
It is also important to note that the interest rate subsidies of 4.5% granted by the government in the 
1st plantation lifecycle (during the first 4 years of plantation development) had now been discontinued.  
One particular assumption which appeared to be overly optimistic was that of forecasting that prices 
of CPO would increase 10% yearly. The rationale for such a forecast was unclear, and after further 
checks, was unsupported even by historical data. With a more reasonable forecast of CPO prices 
inputted in the financial model, the projected income to be received by farmers fell accordingly.  In 
the above table, this is represented by the blue columns – instead of the astronomical increase in 
income each year, it shows a significantly lower level of income, which does not see much growth 
especially in the later years (past the peak production).  
 
It is unclear as to why the POC ops personnel and the finance side had put out such a model.  Perhaps 
the POC simply wanted to have a model that would show great success for the farmers, so that there 
would be no need to face the realities of the farmers’ issues, and thus absolve themselves from the 
responsibility of having to deal with the issues.  This might provide a false sense of security for the 
POC, that there should be no change to the plantation circumstance and any issues faced would be 
similar to those faced in the 1st plantation lifecycle, and could simply be dealt with as they occurred 
and that the POC could simply just operate as before.  This was something that needs to be carefully 
assessed, not just at a local level, but perhaps even at a national level with the issues of interest rate 
subsidies having been already removed, and needing further lobby to be reinstated or have another 
way to help farmers deal with the loans for replanting expenses.  
 
Additional information from literature regarding financing 
Another review of the literature focusing on the financing aspects of the palm plantation was carried 
out.  Issues raised pertain to the lack of access to finance (Mahmud et al., 2010; Teoh, 2010), high 
interest rates charged to farmers (Mahmud et al., 2010); the challenges of a 4-year incubation period 
for palm plantation before commercial production (Rainforest Alliance, 2016). The 4-year pattern of 
no income, perhaps, should not be viewed as an issue of lack of prudence in savings (of the farmers), 
that is to be dealt with from one plantation cycle to the next, but rather a structural issue of the palm 
plantation, and is a challenging issue to bear.  This is made worse with the withdrawal of interest rate 
subsidies on loans as noted by the POC Finance Manager.  As such, squarely placing the blame on the 
farmers, is not appropriate.  Furthermore, having farmers acknowledge their part in the ill-prepared 
state for replanting does not absolve the POC ops personnel in further providing assistance to the 
                                                          
27 Year 2016 USD-IDR average rate 13,424 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
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farmers, as the palm plantation structure makes it difficult for farmers to be completely independent 
especially given the pattern of incomes. 
 
Hence, how the POC ops personnel could have mis-analysed the problem (1) assessing that the 
farmers own actions had resulted in this, despite the best efforts of the POC to advise them; (2) 
possibly misinterpreting the problem as not having sufficient savings to do the replanting during the 
years of no income (3)  not recognising that the farmers were probably unable to articulate clearly the 
issue of replanting and the profitability of the 2nd plantation cycle given the higher loan amounts 
compared to the previous cycle and (4) thinking that nothing could be done to help the farmers 
further.  This resulted in the problem existing and persisting, with the farmers believing that further 
assistance was required but that the POC ops personnel thinking that nothing else needed to be done, 
and the same success would be attained using the same metrics as the previous plantation lifecycle. 
 
Researcher’s assessment of the situation – how to focus any proposed intervention 
One area in which there was a link between the farmers and the POC’s concerns seems to be in relation 
to the farmers seeking to sell their plantation plots to blue collar farmers, which the POC deemed to 
be a threat to the POC’s entire supply chain, but yet did not appear to be unduly worried about, 
believing that the plantation plot was a valuable asset that the farmers would be willing to hold on to. 
Referring back to the original POC prepared financial model and assessing the forecast farmer’s 
income with modified assumptions (i.e. looking at the blue data columns), using the projected expense 
for replanting of about IDR 52million (USD 3,900) 28  per hectare; 13% p.a. interest rate and 
conservative estimates for CPO prices based on today’s low price environment, a net present value of 
IDR 252 million (USD 18,772)29 for each 2 hectare plot was derived.  This did not seem to be a more 
attractive option of receiving monies today from a proposed plantation sale today amounting to IDR 
380 million (USD28,300)30 and use the monies to start other business ventures. Perhaps the farmers 
were not financially savvy enough to model the scenario and articulate the issue with the presentation 
of facts in a business-like, convincing manner to the POC, but it appeared that their instincts could 
have been right after all, in that holding on to the palm plantation asset may not be the only attraction 
option as the way to move forward.  It is likely that without more financial support and assistance 
being provided to farmers, the threat of POCs having to deal with the issue of exiting plasma farmers 
selling their land to the blue collared farmers could materialise more quickly than expected. 
 
                                                          
28 Year 2016 USD-IDR average rate 13,424 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
29 Year 2016 USD-IDR average rate 13,424 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
30 Year 2016 USD-IDR average rate 13,424 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
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A lower projected income for farmers could bring about stresses from loan repayment (for both 
replanting expenses as well as the existing loans for material purchases) and other current 
commitments and expense obligations.  Stress could also arise if farmers were to be unable to 
maintain their current living standards and lifestyle.  There has to be more reflection (or assessment) 
of the situation from the farmers’ point of view: mainly that if farmers felt unconfident of the financial 
gains of the palm oil plantation, would they be willing to commit another 25 years in the 2nd plantation 
lifecycle.  This topic should be under the POC’s purview, as the outcomes of the farmers’ decisions 
would have a direct financial impact on the financial performance of the POC.  From the researcher’s 
viewpoint, firstly it appeared that the POC had avoided thoroughly considering the issue as it had 
subscribed to an overly optimistic projection of the 2nd plantation lifecycle; and secondly, there 
appears to be a lost opportunity for POC to juxtapose the continuity issues (that the POC ops personnel 
believe some farmers could be facing) against the POC’s own desire to implement a full-managed 
program.    
 
In the researcher’s view, this was the second decision point made during the action-reflection cycle, 
where the researcher believed that an intervention could be carried out to address the farmers’ 
financial issue relating to the 2nd plantation lifecycle, getting the support from the POC ops personnel 
to being part of the intervention, and finally to have an “exchange concept” between farmers and POC 
in the spirit of acknowledgement and reciprocity for POC efforts to assist with the farmers’ issues, and 
therefore have farmers engaged in the POC issues as well.  Such an effort was initially envisioned to 
materialise as dialogue between the POC ops personnel and the farmers, initiated by the POC in view 
of the farmers’ passivity, with the researcher playing the role of facilitator to ensure that the elements 
of democratic participation would be upheld.  However, it was clear to the researcher that the POC 
was generally unconvinced as to the necessity and appropriateness of taking action, and carried a 
disparate mindset to both parties’ issues in addition to relying on erroneous assumptions relied on to 
generate a comfortable sense of the situation.  Furthermore, it appeared that the researcher was 
unable to further translate any newfound familiarity and rapport with farmers toward openness for 
farmers to initiate inquiry on the issue.  The researcher’s status remained as “outsider” as perceived 
by the farmers, and not being within the farmers’ circle of familiarity and trust would likely result in 
awkwardness for farmers to verbalise and admit their own shortcomings and contributory aspects to 
the problems that they were facing in the researcher’s presence.  As such, the researcher concluded 
that any intervention had to be crafted unilaterally by the researcher as a hope to trigger engagement 
by both parties, and perhaps even negotiating the terms of engagement, while taking a balanced 




Greenwood and Levin (2007) noted that an action researcher should not make demands of 
stakeholders that they are not willing to make on themselves, but at the same time, also noted that 
many AR projects could be originate from a traditionally undemocratic manner, but could 
subsequently branch out to embrace more participation.  The unilateral crafting of a “fresh solution” 
was done contrary to the notions of emergence and collaboration of AR, but it was hoped that this 
would trigger a change in existing attitudes and encouraging dialogue and negotiations between both 
parties, which could encourage more participation. 
 
4.3.3 The Intervention / “Fresh Solution” Proposed to kickstart inquiry 
 
Key considerations of the “fresh solution” 
The first element of the “fresh solution” was the necessary effort from the POC to extend assistance 
to the farmers, as it was still in essence the party with greater level of resources and influence within 
the industry.  This meant that researcher had to convince the POC ops personnel and the POC CEO of 
the urgency to take action, and the overly optimistic projection of the second palm plantation 
lifestyle based on erroneous assumptions.  Additionally, the researcher had to convince the POC that 
the finance issues faced by the farmers could not simply be addressed at the organisational level; 
but that these were structural issues within the palm plantation industry, and that the POC had to 
garner attention to the issue from an industry-wide perspective.  In parallel, the POC could consider 
other actions at the plantation level to assist the farmers with.   This is the necessary first step as 
farmers are deeply entrenched in their expectations for POC’s assistance without the former’s 
inputs.   
 
The second element of the “fresh solution” was the necessary tangible benefit that had to be gained 
by the POC (from their perspective) derived as a result of the study.  The research is aware of the 
need to meet the expectations of a tangible deliverable to the POC as part of the political element 
while gaining approval for the study from the POC leadership / management in the first place.  The 
researcher believes that this can be achieved if some of the issues and concerns raised by the POC 
ops personnel and the POC CEO could be addressed.  And also, that this tangible deliverable should 
not only benefit the farmers (which were the focus of the research), but also have identifiable 
benefits to the POC itself.  In this case, the POC’s 2nd and 3rd issues were identified by the researcher 
as appropriate to being addressed.  This point is closely related to the third element of “pursuit of 




The third element of the “fresh” solution (and closely linked to the second element) was the 
structuring of the assistance from the POC for farmers and the participation of the farmers in 
addressing the second and third issues of the POC as an “exchange concept”.  Such a concept was 
firstly to have famers recognize the effort put in by the POC in providing assistance to their issues, and 
be willing to provide participation in order to address the POC’s issues.  This was an important framing 
tool as the POC ops personnel mentioned the possible resistance that farmers would have in relation 
to the second issues of a full-managed arrangement of their plasma plots.  Secondly, such a concept 
could be useful in having farmers view themselves as having a level of independence in their own 
right, and being able to negotiate (to a degree) on the terms of their participation.  This was important 
so that farmers could take the first steps to considering their positions and articulating their wants in 
a negotiation manner.  Finally, the concept would anchor POC ops personnel’s socialisation (of any 
solution) to the farmers to gain acceptance. 
 
“Fresh solution” proposed by researcher 
The first element of POC assistance towards the farmers’ financial issues would be focused on the 
following:- 
1. Lobby for the reinstatement of interest rate subsidies, which would in turn lower the total 
loan that farmers will have to undertake during for the replanting process.   The Finance 
manager noted that during the 1st plantation lifecycle, the Indonesian Government had 
provided interest subsidies of 4.5% in the first 4 year-period of the loan term.  This meant that 
the effective interest borne by farmers was 8.25% p.a. during this period; and subsequently 
the full interest rate of 12.75% p.a. for the remaining 8 years of the loan term was charged.  
This program had expired in December 2014 without any indication of a new one in place.  
The researcher propose that the various government agencies, such as the Ministry of 
Agriculture; KADIN (Kamar Dagang dan Industri, translated as the Indonesian Chamber of 
Commerce & Industry); the Ministry of National Development and Planning; the Ministry of 
State Owned Enterprise (the equity owners of the State owned Lender Banks); the Ministry of 
Finance; and finally, even the President of Republic Indonesia should be lobbied, on the basis 
of the POC’s own reputation and dominant market position in the industry.  Such an interest 
subsidy program should be launched and run on an ongoing basis with periodic review, and 
rather than allow for expiry after a fixed number of years (generally coinciding with the new 
term of the Indonesia President).  This would allow for a continual support system to be in 
permanently in place, while adjusted for prevailing market rates and conditions for fairness 
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to the Lender banks.  With the researcher’s personal experience with working in a bank and 
negotiating with banks as core part of his role, an offer was made to assist as an advisor to the 
POC Operations Department, in regard to the presentation of the proposal and the 
subsequent negotiations with banks and other Government officials.   
 
2. In relation to the first point, beyond the seeking of the reinstatement of interest subsidies, 
the POC could attempt to lobby for farmers’ loans could also be restructured, in essence to 
allow for a larger loan quantum to be made available to farmers, especially those who still 
owed monies for their material purchases.  With the ability to refinance their personal loans, 
farmers would likely feel less stress from the lack of a consistent stream of income during the 
replanting stage.  This could be done on the basis of farmers owning a valuable asset (their 
respective plasma plots), which would remain valuable post the replanting stage of the 2nd 
plantation lifecycle.   
 
3. Offer employment to farmers as plantation workers during the replanting period, especially 
for those who have no alternate source of income.  Delay replanting for 1-2 years to allow 
farmers to save more monies or get their financial issues in order before replanting begins. 
 
4. Facilitate sessions for farmers in which to learn about personal finance management. 
 
The second element of reciprocity from farmers in order to have POC enjoy tangible benefits from 
assisting the farmers would include the following:- 
 
5. Farmers agreeing to implement the full-managed program on a trial basis.  This should be 
proposed with the view of proper accountability from the POC to the farmers against a set of 
fixed KPIs with which the performance of the plantation would be measured against.  This is 
especially important given the given the benefits of having a full managed arrangement as 
extolled by the POC Operations ground personnel, in terms of higher production from better 
control and consistent application over the recommended agronomic practices, cost savings 
from higher engagement of automation, and the reduction of penalties from the strict 
adherence of the harvesting criteria.  The POC should model the various scenarios (between 
full managed by POC and farmer managed) with clear assumptions, and present the 
comparison of the benefits to the farmers, so as to convince farmers of the tangible benefits 
that can be enjoyed with the proposed arrangement. Such higher productivity and cost 
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savings, and consequently the increase in income should be encapsulated in KPIs to be 
delivered by the POC under the full managed arrangement, which should be mutually agreed 
and derived by both POC and farmers.  These performance indicators should be reported in a 
transparent and consistent manner each month so as to impose a sense of accountability on 
the POC that would be acceptable by the farmers, and bring them a sense of comfort.  
Furthermore, to further increase security of farmers, the full managed arrangement should 
be cancellable at the option of the farmers if the performance of the plantation from the full 
managed arrangement does not meet expectations.  Such a clause would allow farmers to 
have a semblance of control and authority over the performance, and convince farmers that 
the POC would take its role of a custodian of the plasma plots very seriously, and that the 
proposal for the full managed arrangement is designed to ultimately farmers. 
 
6. Farmers agreeing that for any contemplated sale of plasma plantation, in the event that 
farmers or their 2nd / 3rd generation elects to exit from the palm plantation entirely, that the 
POC should be allowed to have the first right to purchase the plantation land, at prevailing 
market prices.  However, if the POC is unable to purchase the land, to assist the POC with its 
concerns, it is suggested that the purchase-and-sale contracts should tie current and future 
owners to a committed and continual partnership with the POC, in a similar form as the 
existing long-term plantation contracts for the current and future plantation life cycles.  With 
such a contract, the POC would be able to secure the viability and profitability of the mill, 
while being able to maintain a fixed level of FFB quality that could also add to the improved 
performance of the POC as a whole. However, it is important that farmers are not put in a 
worse off position with giving the POC first right of refusal for the plasma plantation purchase. 
 
The third element relating to the exchange concept would allow both farmers and POC ops personnel 
to be made aware of each party’s and concerns (that have been attempted to be considered) of the 
proposed “fresh solution”:  
 
7. An important first step that the POC initiate the exchange by empathising with the farmers’ 
potential cash flow issues during the period of replanting and giving priority to farmers’ 
welfare.  It is also important to explain the considerable efforts required to lobby the related 
government ministries and organisations for new interest rates subsidies and larger available 
loan quantum for the farmers.  This is to allow farmers to appreciate that the POC’s assistance 
does not emanate automatically from the POC’s power and resources but require additional 
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effort, and hence farmers might feel more willing to reciprocate towards the POC’s suggestion 
of trying a full managed arrangement.   
 
8. Under the full management arrangement, it is important to help farmers appreciate the long 
term prospects of owning a palm plantation as a passive investment, as this allows the farmers 
and their next generation to pursue other business ventures or careers, as opposed to 
monetising of the plantation plot for immediate short term gain. The plasma plantation thus 
becomes an asset that generates a good and stable source of passive income, and with 
numerous plantation life cycles that continued to the future, the plasma plots thus are 
secured as valuable inheritance assets for the farmers’ next generation.  The accrued capital 
appreciation of land value would be beneficial for wealth preservation, and would compel 
farmers and their next generation to continue owing the palm plantation. This scenario is 
especially salient where the majority of the farmers’ next generations are mainly pursuing 
education and careers outside of the palm plantation, and may not have the knowledge, 
experience or even appetite to even remotely manage the palm plantation themselves. 
 
9. The POC, however, should remain sensitive and cautious as farmers’ mindset could still be 
geared towards suspicion over new ideas.  It is important that any tension that arises from the 
discussion is anticipated and well-managed, and that the entire package and various 
exchanges of terms are socialised and presented to the farmers with openness to questions 
and suggestions for amendments.   The POC ops personnel must be prepared to acknowledge 
the feelings of the farmers towards the proposed “fresh solution” and be willing to listen to 
the feedback of the farmers, not just during the initial sharing of the “fresh solution” or during 
the negotiation period, but also in the following period and throughout the full-managed 
arrangement (if this is indeed agreed for implementation). 
 
10. Farmers could be made aware of their status as landowners and genuine businessmen, with 
whom the POC would be able to negotiate with, having improved their socio-economic status, 
and were no longer dependent and vulnerable farmers requiring substantial handholding and 
gradual introduction of new ideas and proposals.  In this case, farmers should have confidence 
that the proposed “fresh” solution is intended to kickstart the process of inquiry with mutually 
beneficial outcomes for both POC and the farmers; with effort that both parties have to 
expend in a reciprocal partnership manner.  An exchange of terms between parties was not a 
vital element in the existing relationship, and reciprocity was not explicit as both farmers and 
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POC continue to display behaviour which is in line with the notion of a dependent farmer 
group and a paternalistic POC.  It is hoped that this form of exchange between the parties 
would result in a slight shift in the relationship between them, where the role of the POC and 
the farmers are not mentally restricted to merely powerful provider/supporter and 
dependent/passive beneficiary.  Farmers should engage with the POC in a fashion that belies 
their status as financially independent asset holders and palm industry players, not as fully 
dependent transmigrants as they were in the first stage of plantation development.  As the 
notion of reciprocity for a mutual beneficial outcome is openly considered (rather than being 
engineered unilaterally by the POC), it is hoped that both parties would be required to address 
their issues in the wider context of the other party’s issues as well.    
 
POC responses 
These findings were presented to the POC CEO and POC Finance Manager to convince them of the 
need to commence inquiry and further analysis of both POC and farmer issues.  In the initial discussion, 
the POC CEO acknowledged that the POC had not been able to connect the various issues to the larger 
picture of risk to both farmer and to the POC, and acknowledged that the farmers in their current 
circumstance could possibly be enticed to encash and exit the plasma plantation altogether.  Both POC 
CEO and POC Finance Manager expressed opposing opinions, where they recognised the importance 
of extending assistance to the farmers to be underscored by largely a sense of responsibility towards 
farmers and self-preservations reasons.  However, with the “fresh” solution, the POC had to go the 
extra mile to lobby the government and other agencies, whereas it was known that other plantation 
companies did not go to such extents nor expense to maintain relationships with their plasma farmers.  
Such a viewpoint was novel to both the POC CEO and the POC Finance Manager, who generally did 
not have experience with lobby activities and networking with government-linked networks in their 
own normal course of work.  
 
With regards to the proposal to assist the farmers, and expanding on the rationale for the exchange 
mechanism, the POC CEO believed it was crucial that the farmers had to personally appreciate the 
added risk burden that the POC was taking on (in terms of a larger guarantee), which could possibly 
justify for a full managed arrangement that allowed a greater degree of management and monitoring 
by the POC on the farmers’ plasma plots in the second plantation life cycle.  This had to be carefully 
explained to the farmers that with a larger loan burden, the output and quality of the FFB had to be 
optimised as much as possible so as to lower the risk of default.  Furthermore, it is vital that the POC 
continues to build upon the existing trust with the farmers and cooperative for the arrangement to be 
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successful and well-accepted.  The POC CEO was keen to have such a proposal carried out at the right 
timing, requiring a buy-in from the farmers with sufficient socialisation via townhall sessions with 
farmers and allowance for extensive Q&A.  The POC Finance Manager further added that it could be 
still be helpful to assist the farmer group gain some confidence over their personal finances by 
providing financial management education and providing scenario analysis for the replanting period.  
It was suggested that the POC ops personnel and the POC Finance Manager’s team could working 
together to identify those farmers most at risk of being negatively impacted by the loss of income 
during the replanting period and provide counselling and assistance on new loan requirements and 
financial management during the replanting period; etc.  Both POC CEO and Finance Manager 
reflected that such a proposal would not have been possible during the early or middle stages of the 
plantation development, given the tensions that existed between the farmers and the POC then.  The 
farmers would have likely viewed the proposal with extreme suspicion.  However, given the 
established relationship and the level of trust and familiarity between parties, this proposal will likely 
be viewed more favourably now, and can be further explored jointly by both parties in an open 
manner with expectations and intentions of both parties clearly articulated and shared at the outset. 
 
Farmer responses 
During the townhall session to introduce the proposed “fresh” solution, farmers interestingly remain 
recipients to the proposed “fresh” solution rather than co-developers, mainly raising questions about 
the potential risks to themselves and the outlook of the second plantation lifecycle.  The initial reaction 
to the full managed part of the “fresh” solution was surprise, but which was quickly replaced by 
feelings of assurance with the mention of KPIs being set and monitored, and the trial basis of the full 
managed implementation.  At the same time, there was a feeling of bemusement as one farmer asked 
if the POC ops personnel would report to him regarding FFB production, as if he were “the boss”, and 
the POC Regional Controller responded in the affirmative.  The general atmosphere was intense 
although friendly, where there were many questions raised, and disparate discussion taking place 
amongst smaller groups of farmers. 
 
Again, it appeared that trust was the significant moderator for the farmer reactions towards the 
proposed “fresh” solution.  Not all farmers were convinced of the merits of the “fresh” solution, but 
from the overheard discussions, there did not appear to have any suspicions voiced out against the 
assumed motives of the POC in its proposal.  At the same time, the POC Regional Controller announced 
that participation in the proposal was not compulsory, and welcomed suggestions from the farmers 
to improve on the “fresh” solution.  Separately, the Cooperative Head shared his view that the 
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proposal was difficult to fully accept as it was a completely new structure, although he understood 
that lower interest rates were in the interest of the farmers, yet it was difficult for him to verify the 
effort that the POC had to negotiate for lower interest rates from the banks.  It appears that the POC 
will allow the new message to sink it before attempting to carry out subsequent socialisation sessions 
in smaller settings or with individuals alone.  At this juncture, it is unclear if the farmers will contribute 
towards the emergent shaping and negotiation of the “fresh” solution, or accept these solutions 
wholesale without further inputs.  Again, this calls attention to the type of participation and 
engagement that the farmers are used to, even if the invitation to participation may envisage more 




Chapter 5. Discussion 
 
This chapter presents the insights to the study following the presentation of the research findings.  
The first section addresses the research question that was posed in connection with the intention 
underlying the study conception.  Here, the implications to the researcher’s organisation and the 
wider palm plantation industry is discussed.  The second section links the study findings back to the 
prior findings in existing literature, regarding specific issues that were highlighted in Chapter 2, and 
viewed from a different perspective post-study.  The remainder of the sections presents the 
research limitations; research authenticity to research participants (in particular the farmers) and 
areas for future research respectively.  
 
5.1  Discussion of research findings  
 
5.1.1 Addressing the research question 
 
The study was conceived with the intention of bringing about improvements to the situations of the 
palm plantation farmers, which was crystallised in the research question of “What issues are farmers 
facing in relation to their involvement in the palm oil industry, and how the POC is able to provide 
support?”  
 
The first issue pertains to the farmers’ desire to be offered more plantation land for acquisition, and 
the POC was unable to provide support for this, as new land earmarked for palm plantation was 
controlled solely by the local officials or Indonesian government.  The second issue pertains to the 
continued drop in palm oil prices and thereby lowering farmers’ income; the POC was unable to 
provide support for this, as its profitability was similarly negatively impacted by the fall in CPO prices.  
The third issue pertains to farmers’ wish to be provided more support and assistance and support for 
the replanting exercise; for which the researcher and the POC ops personnel further refined to two 
distinct parts: the first being the economic non-viability of a continued investment in the 2nd plantation 
life cycle on the back of high financing costs and low price environment; and the second being farmers’ 
highly consumptive lifestyle post- economic success from the 1st plantation lifecycle impacting their 
financial planning and being overburdened with high levels of debt.   The researcher suggested that 
the POC could take action by (i) lobbying the relevant government agencies for the reinstatement of 
interest rate subsidies to lower the cost burden of replanting on farmers; (ii) lobbying for a different 
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loan structure for farmers where the quantum of loans could be increased to refinance their personal 
loans in addition to replanting financing; (iii) delay replanting for one to two years to allow farmers to 
save more monies prior to replanting; (iv) Offer employment to farmers as plantation workers during 
the replanting period; and (v) Facilitate sessions for farmers in which to learn about personal finance 
management.  In the researcher’s view, the proposed action would provide support in a holistic 
manner by considering various aspects of farmers’ insecurity (from a financial sense of the replanting 
exercise). 
 
It is important to note that the POC was persuaded to take action to assist farmers with their issues 
when there was reciprocity where farmers were willing to explore taking action on some of the issues 
that the POC was concerned with.  These issues pertained to farmers being willing to implement the 
full-managed program on a trial basis, and in the event of a contemplated exit from the palm 
plantation, allow POC first right of refusal to purchase their plasma plots or include contractual clauses 
to have future owners of the plasma plots to partner with the POC similar to current arrangements.  
Farmers had to be made aware of the potential effort that could be incurred by the POC in relation to 
lobbying the various governmental agencies, and in particular, be fully informed about the various 
aspects, terms and implications of the trial full-managed program.  
 
5.1.2 Assessment of study using AR validity criteria  
 
In this section, the study is assessed with the validity criteria recommended by Herr and Anderson 
(2005) relevant for AR.  Process validity in terms of issue surfacing have been met, but action-reflection 
cycles were carried out unilaterally by the researcher without further participation from either farmers 
or the POC ops personnel.  However, the POC ops personnel were open to the criticism relating to the 
overly optimistic financial model of projected farmer income; and in so doing, challenge their bias 
regarding the extent of farmers’ contributory actions toward the issues, and being made aware of the 
potential negative financial impact that could be experienced by the POC if no action were taken.  This 
subsequently resulted in the POC agreeing to take action in terms of addressing farmers’ issues, thus 
fulfilling in part, the outcome validity criteria.  Democratic validity of the research is manifested in two 
parts, firstly, that the research had prioritised farmers inputs for the study, and secondly, that the 
farmers’ participation was sought for the negotiation or agreement of terms for the fresh solution, 
and in particular, the full-managed arrangement trials.  Dialogic validity criteria in terms of the 
generation of new knowledge relevant to the POC and the wider industry have been fulfilled, and are 
presented in Subsections 5.1.3 and 5.1.4. 
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In the researcher’s view, catalytic validity criteria appears to have been partially met, evidenced at the 
initial observation level of a different perception of the Farmers – transitioning from being mere 
dependent palm plantation farmers at the early stage of palm plantation development to bona fide 
land owners or even business owners. This was suggested as the POC sought to convince Farmers of 
the benefits of the full managed arrangement (derived from the reciprocal exchange concept) and to 
have farmers negotiate for themselves terms of the trial full managed arrangement.  However, it is 
unclear if such a change in stance is temporal or a true paradigm shift in the perception of the farmers 
and of the POC ops personnel, and what the outcomes and extent of this change would entail.  
Furthermore, without facilitation for action-research cycles, it is unclear if deep reflection on the part 
of the farmers and the POC ops personnel could be undertaken to critically review the values, 
rationale, and assumptions underscoring the farmer-POC relationship, or the CSR agenda. This rounds 
back to the type of change that is at stake within an AR practitioner’s organisation (Coghlan & 
Brannick, 2010) and if there is room for premise reflection to catalyse perspective transformation 
(Mezirow, 1991) and if there is readiness within the POC itself and within the farmers for such a 
change.  In the case of the study, the limitation of access to the research environment resulted in the 
lack observation of the full process and outcome of the farmer- POC ops personnel discussion and 
negotiation of the exchange concept.   
 
5.1.3 Implications to the researcher’s organisation  
 
The study findings show that the POC ops personnel may have awareness of the farmers’ issues, but 
that did not mean that there was deep understanding of the implication of those issues beyond what 
the POC ops personnel were familiar with.  There was no further reflection carried out for the 
implication of the issues, not just for the impacts on the farmers’ welfare, but also for impacts on the 
POC.  At the current situation of the 3rd stage of the first plantation lifecycle, farmers’ needs and issues 
have moved beyond subsistence and survival of the 1st stage.  In the past, the POC ops personnel could 
easily provide assistance with small personal favours or assistance (other than the issue of price 
support).  Farmer issues arising from the current situations perhaps require deeper reflection, or even 
inter-departmental consultations in order to consider the width of impact of issues, as well as 
suggestions and various perspectives for potential solutions.  This could facilitate the challenging of 
assumptions, given different specialty knowledge and experience across various departments, and 
awareness of industry channels available to initiate / support industry-wide changes. Such inter-
departmental consultations should be encouraged within the POC. 
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Through the process of issue uncovering, it is clear to the researcher that farmers retain an attitude 
of continued dependency on the POC and the ops personnel, such that the POC was expected to have 
knowledge on their issues and could generally find a way to help address those.  These matters were 
not just related to agronomy, but were also related to financing issues, and the farmers’ personal 
aspirations to own more plantation land.  By contrast, the POC appears to be moving away from a full 
paternalistic relationship (that was in place during the first and early second stages of the plantation 
lifecycle, given that farmers were less dependent, less vulnerable and more experienced in the 
plantation industry. The gaps between the farmers’ continued expectation, and the POC withdrawing 
somewhat from the full paternalistic role, should be addressed and discussed between POC ops 
personnel and the farmer, especially before the 2nd plantation lifecycle commences and in view of the 
any proposed full management arrangement is put in place.  With the exchange concept being 
proposed, and with potential changes in the relationship dynamic thereafter, both parties should be 
cognizant of how these changes would impact the other party’s role in the relationship and 
expectation.  This might also help farmers to be more aware of their own responsibility towards their 
financial stability in their future.  Perhaps this could lead farmers to be able to better articulate their 
issues to make a convincing case, while actively making suggestions for reasonable action.  At the 
same time, the POC could be more willing to include farmer participation in the former’s issues and 
jointly partner with farmers to address these issues, to reflect the changing economic status, roles and 
expectations.  
 
Finally, the study found that the financial model had utilised erroneous assumptions and shown an 
overly optimistic projection of the 2nd plantation lifecycle, as presented by the POC ops finance team.  
This should be internally investigated further to uncover the underlying rationale – if there are gaps 
within the POC ops structure, or if these gaps exist within the POC ops and the farmers in wanting to 
avoid communicating uncomfortable information.   This should be investigated and addressed. 
 
5.1.4 Implications for the wider palm oil industry  
 
Structural issues 
While involvement in the palm oil industry and the palm plantation has lifted many farmers out of 
poverty, this does not necessarily indicate that successful farmers (that have been able to successfully 
remain within the palm plantation and experienced economic gains) are able to continue their 
involvement in the palm plantation without further assistance.  A structural issue within the palm oil 
industry for plantation smallholders exists in relation to the high replanting costs and a necessary 
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exercise as the FFB oil extraction rate decreases past the 25th year (IFC, 2013).  NGO reports and 
industry observers (i.e. Teoh, 2010; World Bank Group, 2010; IFC, 2013; Kusumaningtyas & van Gelder, 
2017; Pek & Selamat, 2018) have written extensively about the need for financing access as well as 
helping independent smallholders revitalise their low-quality plantations with innovative financing 
schemes.  However, in the researcher’s view, the issue of smallholder economic sustainability in a low-
CPO cost environment, and rising interest rate environment (at present) has not been considered, that 
providing access to financing is insufficient if the high costs of replanting and high cost of financing 
could eventually offset most of the envisioned socio-economic benefits to smallholders.  As such, the 
researcher is of the view that some form of cost reduction has to be effected, perhaps through interest 
rate subsidies, to reduce the overall cost and loan burden on smallholders. 
 
The financing issue relating to the existing farmers going into the second plantation lifecycle appears 
to be a structural one within the palm oil industry, and should not be left to be addressed by palm oil 
companies alone.  Although this is a localised issue that was uncovered during the study, it is likely 
that other palm plantations operated by other palm oil companies with different groups of farmers 
would face the same issue, thus making this an industry-wide concern.  As discussed above, the palm 
oil companies should address this issue in tandem with the Indonesian Government to seek an 
industry-wide solution.  If the Indonesian government seeks to continue the proliferation of oil palm 
as a panacea to rural poverty, it must address this issue of structural finance, before the negative 
impact of any unaddressed financing matters becomes widespread. 
 
Industry development post research 
In late 2017, the BPDPKS (Badan Pengelola Dana Perkebunan Kelapa Sawit, translated as The Palm Oil 
Plantation Fund Management Agency) announced the launch of a replanting program (for palm oil 
smallholders) and with it, the grant of IDR 25 million (USD 1,802)31 per hectare of palm plantation land 
for farmers carrying out replanting (Bronkhorst et al., 2017; Sahara et al., 2017; Johnston et al., 2018).  
This was done in recognition that farmers continue to require assistance for palm plantation 
replanting, as firstly replanting was a costly exercise and there was a long gestation period for palm 
plantations before becoming productive. Such developments in relation to the financing of the palm 
plantation replanting gives credence to the study, and further highlights the biased assumptions of 
the POC ops personnel earlier in the research.   
 
  
                                                          
31 31 December 2019 USD-IDR rate 13,866 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
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Voice of the small holder 
From a local perspective, the study highlights the importance of giving attention to farmer’s inputs, 
and assessing these with an analytical mindset, while taking the perspective of the farmers.  This study 
illustrated that there was gravity and credibility in the farmers’ concerns, yet it was only uncovered 
with the challenging of assumptions and seeking triangulation from other sources of information, and 
then assessing whether there is merit to the concerns raised by the farmers. Given the power distance 
between POCs (in general) and their stakeholder farmers, and the comparatively higher industry 
knowledge of the POCs; there could be a tendency to dismiss farmers’ issues.  Yet this has to be 
actively worked against, in order to bring about improvements to the industry practices as a whole.  
While NGO reports (i.e. Teoh, 2010; World Bank Group, 2010; IFC, 2013) propose that private palm 
companies are best positioned to provide assistance to smallholders to improve their performance, in 
the researcher’s view, the same private palm oil companies are also best positioned to uncover 
valuable insights and issues from smallholders directly, owing to the close working relationship and 
deep contextual knowledge. 
 
Making reference to the researcher’s question in Chapter 2 if a strong narrative of palm oil 
involvement being beneficial to those rural poor and specifically involved smallholders, cause palm oil 
companies to justify that there is no further “value” to be added to the smallholder, it appears that 
the answer is in the affirmative, from the study’s findings.  The “voice” of the POC indeed dominates 
that of the farmers, and the skewed narrative probably influenced the farmers themselves to be less 
forthcoming with participation.  This requires a change in the mindset of both private palm oil 
companies and their smallholders in attempting to encourage meaningful participation from 
smallholders in terms of sharing opinions regarding salient issues they are facing, rather than installing 
procedural sharing from the smallholders, but with no substance of looking at the issues and fully 
addressing them (Gillespie, 2012B). 
 
Industry development post research 
There appears to be more attention to smallholder inclusiveness and participation in the palm oil 
industry.  In Jul 2018, 60 NGOs signed a letter32 to the RSPO calling for stronger reforms to the RSPO 
standards, which included strong suggestions for more inclusiveness at smallholder level.  The RSPO 
has recognised the lack of “sufficient representation to voice [smallholder] interests” (RSPO 2017, p.5), 
and has launched a few initiatives for greater smallholder participation, such as articulating the 





smallholder strategy, and purposefully including smallholder representatives for a RSPO Smallholder 
Standing Committee 33 .  In the researcher’s view, such developments are encouraging signs of 
increasing smallholder participation, while noting the industry observers’ critiques that “inclusiveness 
is interpreted in different ways” and this leads to “different approaches and measures of success 
(Jezeer et al., 2019, p.vii). 
 
5.2 Contributions to extant literature and knowledge 
 
5.2.1 Research capturing the human factor in palm oil plantations  
 
The exploration of the farmers’ lives and experiences in the palm plantation has illuminated an area 
rarely discussed in extant literature, which is that of the human aspects and vulnerabilities that 
farmers first experience in their entry into the palm oil industry, and the human relationships between 
the farmers and the plantation companies which they partner with, during the various stages of palm 
plantation.  Only in McCarthy (2010) is it mentioned in passing that farmers experience “considerable 
hardship” (p.829) in the initial stages of plantation development, and that farmers have to “calculate” 
the “significant risks of taking up uncertain oil palm livelihoods at this time” (p.830).  With the 
narratives produced from the farmers’ words and points of view, one can begin to appreciate the 
physical hardship from the labour requirements of tending to a palm plantation, as well as the mental 
stress from uncertainty that farmers face in light of the unknown situation they find themselves in; 
and the vulnerability and tension that they constantly feel in regards to dealing with the plantation 
companies.   
 
This study is unique in that it adds a further dimension to the intricacies of the farmer-plantation 
company-relationship by presenting both the voices and opinions of the farmers and the personnel of 
the plantation company, providing a more holistic view of the dynamics within the palm plantation 
and understanding how power relations between the parties are juxtaposed against different 
objectives, weaknesses and viewpoints.  McCarthy (2010) contends that the micro-processes and 
relational dynamics of the local context of each palm plantation development impacts the manner in 
which parties engage each other at the outset, as well as the outcomes of that plantation 
development.  The findings of this study support McCarthy’s assertion, highlighting the farmers’ 
dependence on plantation companies, and the acceptance of both parties in their respective roles in 




a paternalistic yet mutually beneficial relationship, is vital for the success of the palm plantation, and 
consequently the socio-economic success that is to be experienced by the farmers.  In various stages 
of plantation development, one of the key micro-processes is the support provided by the plantation 
companies to farmers, without seeking exploitative or extractive gains from farmers in future.  As 
McCarthy (2010) reports in the specific plantations studied, the early days of plantation development 
sees almost 80%-90% farmers dropping out of the palm program, owing to the hardship encountered 
or the uncertainties in regard to their future tied to the palm plantation.  While such a statistic cannot 
be taken to the norm for plantation development, it is possible to attribute the low drop-out rate 
(approximately 10%) in this study’s plantation to both the perseverance of the farmers and the 
support provided by the POC Operations Department.   
 
5.2.2 Richer understanding generated using Carroll 1991’s CSR typology 
 
Based on Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology, the findings of the study can be analysed via the perspective of 
the expectations farmers have on the POC, and the responsibilities (towards the farmers) that the POC 
shoulders by its own initiative.  The situations in the early stages of palm plantation development and 
the current situation have illustrated different relative strengths of external expectations and internal 
values of the responsibility.  At the start of the palm plantation development, farmers did not have 
any articulated expectations of the POC (given that the former had no prior knowledge nor experience 
of what a partnership with the latter would entail), although there was high dependency on the POC 
once the palm plantation operations were underway.  These gradually expanded to expectation of 
POC being able to provide assistance to farmers’ problems, within the philanthropic responsibility 
dimension, in direct connection with the paternalistic manner that the POC had presented itself to the 
farmers.  In this regard, the POC was strongly driven by internal leadership values and displayed 
actions identified as ethical and philanthropic dimensions of responsibility.   
 
In the current situation, with the perspective that its responsibility towards farmers had been mostly 
discharged, the POC did not articulate previously value-driven responsibility, but rather, viewed the 
farmers’ issues as falling outside of its responsibility towards the farmers.  By contrast, the farmers 
did have expectations of POC assisting the farmers arising from the mindset of dependency on the 
POC for their issues.  In this case, it was neither the expectation of the farmers, nor the internal 
organisational nor leadership values that persuaded the POC to action, but rather the potential impact 
to its bottomline through omission of action.  This points to the primacy of the economic dimension 
of responsibility as a driver of the POC CSR agenda. 
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Referring to the economic dimension of responsibility, another finding of the study illustrates the 
different perspectives of palm oil companies relating to the time horizon in fulfilment of this 
dimension and the resulting display of responsibility towards their smallholders.  Local community 
members’ narrative of their negative experiences with partnering of other small, local palm oil 
companies corroborates the negative anecdotes off such in existing literature.  In the researcher’s 
view, this reflects a short-term perspective of profit maximisation, where the economic responsibility 
takes primacy, and entirely eclipses any ethical responsibility towards smallholders.  By contrast, the 
POC did not engage in predatory practices with their farmers, but, as evidenced by the incident of 
price support provided in the early stage of palm planation, was willing to accept short term lower 
profitability and build trust and a good business relationship with farmers as partners, for the long 
term sustainability of the POC’s profitability and business.  In the researcher’s view, the dimension of 
economic responsibility lies within a range of outcomes, from avoiding losses, to foregoing maximum 
profitability with the attainment of some degree of profitability, and that of profit maximisation.  The 
acceptance of the mid-range outcomes probably requires a trade off to a certain degree between 
economic responsibility and philanthropic responsibilities, with the consideration of the time horizon 
of the trade-off in the short term, for expected pay-offs in the mid-term or long term.  However, the 
study found that taking a mid- or long-term view of economic responsibility may be impacted by a lack 
of full information or bias, as evidenced by the POC’s initial incomplete assessment of long-term 
impact of not taking action on farmers’ issues in the current situation. 
 
5.2.3 An alternative perspective to Mitchell et al. (1997) stakeholder salience framework 
 
This study took place in a developing country, Indonesia, in a palm oil plantation, and from a CSR 
standpoint, focuses on the company-stakeholder relationship of 2 parties with a vast power 
differential, where the company (the POC and the ops personnel) have significantly more power and 
resources compared to the stakeholder (the farmer group).  However, as discussed in Subsection 4.1.4, 
it is the lack of power on the part of the farmers that appears to be the main motivator for the POC 
ops personnel to display a strong sense of responsibility toward the farmers, especially in the early 
stages of the palm plantation development.  In the researcher’s view, this presents an alternative to 
Mitchell et al. (1997) stakeholder salience framework, indeed in other situations as narrated by local 
community members – the vulnerability of smallholders can be taken advantage of.   
 
In the researcher’s view, perhaps this observation is specific to the palm oil industry, owing to the 
structure of the government palm programs, (in this case, the PIR TRANS platform) and the goal of 
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such programs in co-opting palm oil companies in being partners with the Indonesian government to 
alleviate rural poverty.  Perhaps this could a display of the “gotong royong” mentality in Indonesian 
CSR (Kemp, 2001) of patriarchy and patronage, where the taking care of the smallholders are ingrained 
as part of the local culture and expectation.   
 
5.2.4 Positive stakeholder outcomes as manifestations of CSR 
 
A specific study finding, encapsulated by the following from one of the farmer participants that “the 
CSR from the company is that we have been successful as farmers now” could provide a response to 
the call from Blowfield and Frynas (2005) call for seeking evidence of tangible benefits of CSR initiatives 
for the poor and marginalised in developing countries. Success, in this case, is the improved socio-
economic status attained by farmers and their families, in stark comparison to their lives in the early 
stages of plantation development or even in their prior lives in Java.  In the researcher’s opinions, the 
success is a result of a proper / faithful execution of the PIR TRANS program, which should be 
delineated to two elements.  The first element is that of the envisaged positive outcomes of the PIR 
TRANS program in poverty alleviation; and with the POC fulfilling the contractual obligations under 
the PIR TRANS arrangement, the farmers were able to experience and enjoy those positive results.  
However, from the narration of a member of the local community, not all palm oil companies faithfully 
carry out their contractual obligations under their respective palm plantation programs.  This results 
in smallholders being unable to enjoy the envisioned benefits of these palm plantation programs.  The 
second element is of the POC’s own comportment and attitude in respect of its interaction with 
farmers as part of the PIR TRANS program – manifested in the effort that the POC incurred in treating 
farmers respectfully as partners; dealing with farmers and pricing and grading matters with 
transparency and consistency; and providing support where possible.  Again, in the palm plantation 
industry, the application of similar treatment to smallholders are not uniformly carried out; being 
evidenced by appeals of NGOs (i.e. World Bank Group, 2010) for palm oil companies to treat their 
smallholders in the same manner in which has been exhibited by the POC, as well as upholding the 
internal leadership values); and actual anecdotes presented in existing literature (i.e. Colchester & 
Jiwan, 2006; Gillespie, 2012A; McCarthy et al., 2012). 
 
In a developing country context and in particular, the palm plantation industry, a way of approaching 
Blowfield and Frynas’ question would be to reference Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology, where perhaps local 
corporates may not fulfil the baseline responsibilities the legal dimension towards their vulnerable 
smallholders, directly resulting in negative outcomes for the latter and circumventing the Indonesian 
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government’s poverty alleviation goals.  However, it might be simplistic to conclude that with the 
opposite, i.e. with corporates faithfully fulfilling just the legal responsibilities prescribed by the palm 
programs, a positive outcome would be assured.    From the study, the researcher is of the view that 
the POC additionally fulfilled the ethical and philanthropic dimensions of its responsibilities toward 
the farmers.  The quote above from the farmer participant reflects mainly the farmers’ positive 
experience of their relationship and interaction with the POC, throughout the period of plantation 
development.   (There were few mentions of the type of CSR activities of charity food drives, 
infrastructure building or education support, similar to those highlighted in Sugino et al. (2015), 
although the POC does carry out such activities.)  This is a recognition from farmers that it is not the 
strategic CSR initiatives (or explicit CSR activities) that have brought about their success, but rather 
the values-driven, relational responsibilities (implicit CSR activities) that have contributed to the 
tangible benefit of socio-economic improvement experienced by farmers now.  
 
From the study findings, the researcher observes that the POC-farmer relationship aligns with the 
ideal version of stakeholder management / theory propounded by Freeman (1994).   In the case of 
Berkat Ridho, having researched and understood the tension management by the POC ops personnel 
and even the provision of support as part of the relationship management towards the farmers, it 
would appear that the POC ops personnel did not practice a specific separation between the business 
case and moral justification of being responsible to shareholders.  Firstly, the POC views the farmers’ 
plantation plots and FFB production as an extension of the POC’s own plots and production.  A 
statement in the POC’s 2013 Sustainability Report (GAR, 2013, p.20) reads “While the Company does 
not own the plasma plantations, they are closely integrated into our management system and we take 
the lead in promoting their success and productivity”.  This resulted in the POC investing time and 
effort in farmers’ knowledge and expertise and giving farmers access to the critical inputs for the 
plasma plantations such as fertilisers and pesticides, with the view that the production will eventually 
be counted for under the POC’s own profitability.  The POC’s 2010 Sustainability report (GAR, 2010 
p.35) states that its plasma farmers generally have the same yields as the POC’s own plantation land 
as the POC applies the “same standards” of plantation upkeep.  Secondly, the actions of the POC and 
the POC ops personnel in displaying ethical and philanthropic responsibilities towards the farmers are 
not viewed as traditional CSR activities that could be reported as part of the CSR agenda.  In the POC’s 
sustainability report – no such details are presented.  Thirdly, the POC takes a long term view of the 
partnership with farmers, with the belief that maintaining good relations with farmers would 
ultimately benefit the POC in the long run, and where farmers’ reciprocity of the POC’s support would 
translate to better operational performance for the POC.  It can be seen that many of the decisions 
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and actions undertaken by the POC within the plantation are geared towards mutual benefit for win-
win situations for both farmers and the POC.   
 
However, from the study findings, the researcher observed that such a stance is not realistically able 
to remain unchanged, especially with continually evolving circumstances.  In this current situation with 
farmers’ issues, the POC clearly separated these from their sphere of responsibility, as well as from 
the POC’s business.  The POC shifted towards the pragmatic perspective of assessing stakeholder and 
issues salience, which was driven by short term instrumental considerations. 
 
5.2.5 Stakeholder participation towards a CSR agenda  
 
This AR study was planned to be centered around the issues farmers faced, and envisioned to be an 
attempt in a stakeholder-driver CSR project.  In so doing, attention was given to whether stakeholders 
could effectively participate in the formulation of the CSR agenda in relation to specific issues, and 
how this process would be carried out.  Stakeholder participation towards a CSR agenda can be 
assessed from 3 perspectives: issues management perspective; reasons for inaction; and from a 
power-differential perspective.  
 
The issues management approach proposed by Roloff (2008) was adopted, with the POC already in 
the “acquaintance phase” (Roloff, 2008) in terms of already knowing the famers’ issues.  However, 
there was no subsequent movement into the “agreement phase” where Roloff (2008) indicates that 
stakeholders and corporate come to a shared definition of the problem and the objectives in terms of 
resolution.  The reason for this is aligned to the concerns of Friedman et al. (2004) as discussed in 
Chapter 2, where the issues will not emerge substantively until the impacts go beyond a tolerable 
threshold (from the corporate perspective), and secondly the relative influence and negotiation skills 
of the stakeholders (in relation to the corporate) will impact the outcomes of issue management.  In 
the study – it was found that the issue, although salient to the corporate (i.e. the POC), was not 
identified as such.  In the researcher’s opinion, this was due to the stakeholder (i.e. the farmers) 
lacking the capability to articulate the issue in a rational and business-like manner to highlight the 
potential negative impacts to both stakeholder and corporate.  Also, this was due to the issue being 
localised at the POC ops personnel level, and with erroneous assumptions used at the POC finance 
manager level, the assessment of the issue was not properly carried out, and as a result, the tolerable 
threshold was not breached as it should have been.  This highlights a point that corporates do not 
have perfect information processing capabilities nor have perfect communication across all 
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departments (i.e. not homogenous entity having an issue being assessed from different perspectives 
of the corporate).   
 
With regard to the process of stakeholder engagement via issues management, specifically in the palm 
oil industry, as discussed in Chapter 2, Gillespie (2012B) expressed skepticism that stakeholder 
consultations (at the palm oil industry level) genuinely surface concerns of the smallholders / local 
community or translate these concerns into action, especially in comparison with larger and more 
powerful stakeholders.  In this study, which took place within a single organisation and its direct 
stakeholder (for which a strong paternal relationship exists) – the issues uncovering initiative did not 
result in action on the part of the POC.  Besides the reason that the issue was not initially identified as 
having an instrumental impact to the POC, in the researcher’s view, the inaction could also be due to 
the lack of ideas as to how the issue could be addressed.  From the instrumental perspective of the 
farmers’ issue, the POC ops personnel initially perceived that the POC would not be worse off if it did 
not take further action to address the issue, and at the same time, perceived that the POC would be 
significantly worse off if it indeed tried to help the farmers (especially in regard of the price support 
issue).  Additionally, the researcher observed that at the beginning, there was no suggestion as to how 
the POC ops personnel could specifically take action to address the farmers’ issues, but after the “fresh 
solution” was proposed with an exchange concept, the POC CEO and the POC ops personnel appeared 
more willing to take action based on the suggestions in the “fresh solution”.  In the researchers’ view, 
stakeholder consultations could be made more productive if stakeholders are able to provide 
suggestions to address their issues, while trying to attempt to draw linkages of taking action to positive 
instrumental impacts towards the corporate (within the palm oil industry where there is significant 
power differential between smallholders / local communities and the palm oil companies or other 
stakeholders). 
 
Finally, the power dynamic between stakeholder and corporate remain a crucial determinant of the 
process and outcomes of stakeholder participation, echoing the conclusions of both Friedman et al. 
(2004) and Gillespie (2012B).  The study, focusing on the issues of the farmers, found that the strong 
(and skewed) narrative put forth by the POC ops personnel justified inaction and blamed farmers for 
their own predicament.  In the researcher’s view, this was sufficiently dominant to probably cause 
farmers to be more accepting of an unaddressed issue, and less firm on asserting the issue further 
with the POC ops personnel, unquestioningly.  Subsequently, an intervention in the form of a “fresh 
solution” was proposed, with the hope that the farmers would be able to participate (and engage the 
POC ops personnel) in the negotiations for the terms of the exchange concept, representing their best 
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interest and desired outcomes clearly.  The study, however, was unable to continue further into the 
process and outcomes of such a negotiation.  Thus the study questions the practicality of for 
stakeholder participation in the CSR agenda and process, without additional representation, over and 
above providing a sense of the issues that they face and allowing their voices to be sincerely heard.  
This is especially in the case where the power-differential between the parties remain significant, 
owing to the lack of familiarity to the terms of negotiation and the process of negotiation. 
 
5.3  Research limitations 
 
The first research limitation pertains to the selection of the specific plantation for study (Section 3.2), 
as well as the participant notification process (Section 3.3), which were essentially determined by the 
POC operations department. This could have resulted in a selection bias and non-random inclusion of 
interested potential research participants, who would present only positive narratives of their 
experiences. When asked about the number of farmers approached to invite them to the Q&A session, 
the POC division assistants mentioned that they had informed all the farmers they met in person 
during the course of their work, but did not provide any specific figures.  The farmer participants 
confirmed this, and when asked, noted that there was no coercion to agree to participate in the 
research, although there was some persuasion exercised by the POC division assistants to get farmers 
to attend the Q&A session.  Availability sampling is generally not discussed in depth for use in research 
purposes (Creswell, 2013) but Schutt (2015, p. 168) notes that it might be appropriate in social 
research where a researcher is exploring a new setting and trying to get a sense of prevailing attitudes.  
Nonetheless, the entire research process was carried out without any interference nor interventions 
from any member of the POC ops personnel, and it was observed that farmer participants were 
generally candid with their views, except for the feedback session on the POC, detailed in Subsection 
4.2.1. Furthermore, from the casual interviews with random members of the local community, there 
was a general corroboration from their positive views on how the POC has helped their plasma 
farmers, giving additional credence to the farmers’ narratives. 
 
The second research limitation pertains to the relying on the farmer participants’ recall for events that 
took place over 20 years ago, the sharpness of details for the memory of events and experiences could 
have been dulled by the length of time transpired.  With the memory of the physical and mental 
hardship being the most dramatic and hence clearest for the farmers, this became the “mental 
anchor” for which the remainder of the narratives were described in relation to.  Nonetheless, the 
farmers were able to provide rich descriptive details of their experiences, and this was supplemented 
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and enriched with the hard data and pictorial evidence of change and positive provided by the POC 
Operations Department.  Such information, coupled with the narratives from the POC Operations 
Department, were checked for any conflict with farmers’ narratives during data analysis, for divergent 
facts, (as opposed to differing viewpoints), and both appeared to be largely aligned.  This resulted in 
a rich and unique combination of farmer and POC narratives which provided a holistic viewpoint of 
the plantation development and power mechanics and relation within the plantation structure, which 
is generally not found in existing literature. 
 
The third research limitation pertains to the existence of only one principal researcher (myself) taking 
ownership of the entire research process, including data gathering, data analysis and the presentation 
of findings in the research report.  This limitation increases the risk of the research results and 
presenting being influence by the researcher’s personal bias.  This was mitigated by performing a 
literature review scoped appropriately for the research; applying the Mahmud et al.  (2010) 
framework, while trying to understand the issues on the ground of palm plantations; having farmer 
participants review the findings portion of the research report to check that their narratives have been 
depicted in the manner which they had sought to represent themselves during the research; and 
undergoing the process of reviews from research supervisors.  During the course of the research, the 
researcher also actively carried out reflections of the process and assumptions that were employed 
during the data gathering and analysis processes, especially since the research environment was that 
of the researchers’ own organisation and place of employment.  This resulted in the surfacing of 
previously hidden power relations between farmers and the POC during the course of data co-
production, and served to caution the researcher to analyse the data with various viewpoints with due 
consideration for the various intents of the different participants providing the data.  Regardless, the 
potential for bias remains in this single researcher study, compared to others that carried out by a 
team of researchers. 
 
5.4 Authenticity  
 
Genuinely surfacing the voice of the farmer and understanding their situations  
To give authenticity to a research account, researchers should give a sense of “being genuine to the 
experience” (Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1993, p.599) which comprises multiple perspectives of the 
research subjects, which may include minority voices and dissent from the overall narrative (Gergen 
& Gergen, 2000).  There are concerns pertaining to the researcher being able to surface the voices of 
research participants, not just superficially from verbal content, but by being attentive towards the 
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research participants, in spotting excluded voices (Weick, 2002), in surfacing tacit meanings from data 
from participants (Raelin, 2008) and being skilled in real-time-reflexivity (Weick, 2002, p.897) and 
observation in unexpected occurrences.   In order to check that farmers’ narratives and opinions have 
been appropriately and authentically presented, translated findings were presented to farmers for 
their feedback, as noted in Section 3.3.  Overall, farmers were satisfied with the summary with no 
disagreements or feedback during the final interview session conducted with farmers, but it appeared 
that only the Cooperative Head actually read the entire translated version of the findings, as only he 
provided his thoughts, quoted below.  His comments provided a sense of confidence that the study 
presented the farmers’ narratives in an authentic (Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1993) manner and with 
integrity (Herr & Anderson, 2005), that an important part of his life as a farmer was recorded for 
posterity and for those unacquainted to plantation life. 
 
[QUOTE] “It is a nice feeling to see my story written out – at least people will know it is not easy being 
a farmer.  My grandchildren will read this and know in the future what the elders went through for 
them, so that they have a good life now.  When we get old, we forget, but I can show them this.” 
Cooperative Head 
 
5.5 Areas for further research 
 
The natural continuation of the existing study presents a good opportunity for further research.  First, 
the entire process of POC providing assistance to the farmers in exchange for certain concessions, 
until the perhaps the time when an agreement is reached between parties, the implementation of the 
agreed actions, may be further explored.  This would serve to provide excellent insight as to the POC’s 
experiences in directly engaging farmers as genuine partners (rather than dependents) and the 
manner in which farmers adjust their expectations and participatory levels based on the shift in their 
mindset and roles.  Such participation would represent a change from the previous experience of 
farmers simply being able to surface opinions and problems, but without truly negotiating for a 
preferred solution to better further their interests, and be more aligned to the type of participation 
as envisioned in Gillespie (2012B).  It would be interesting to find out if farmers are able to accept the 
nature of such participation, because being able to decide on the development they want for 
themselves (Gergen & Gergen, 2000) requires the ability to articulate issues and their demands; having 
requisite knowledge of available options; having understanding of trade-offs in the various options 




Secondly, the longitudinal study into the outcomes of implementing the modified and jointly 
negotiated solution would be another interesting area for further exploration.  This is envisioned to 
be a few years into the second stage of the second plantation life cycle, where perhaps the full 
managed arrangement would be in force for a few years.  Farmers would have the experienced how 
their participation in their negotiation of the acceptable performance and KPIs would have been 
translated into monitoring the POC’s performance in reality, and whether this arrangement is 
beneficial and welcome.  Furthermore, it would be useful to explore how the farmer-POC relationship 
would have evolved within the new full-managed arrangement, and whether the farmers have gained 




Chapter 6.    Reflections of a Scholar-Practitioner  
 
Reflections concerning the research  
I recall the day I made my first visit to Berkat Ridho plantation to speak with the potential farmer 
participants about my planned study and to ask for their participation (the Q&A session).  There was 
congenial bemusement that someone (a high-level executive) from the corporate office would be 
interested in plantation matters, or their stories.  Coming from a position of privilege and power, I was 
never really quite conscious of these until I interacted with people (i.e. the farmers) who were 
distinctly less privileged and had significantly less power in comparison. Indonesia culture is highly 
deferential to hierarchy, and of knowing exactly where one is located within that hierarchy and 
behaving appropriately to display this deference.  Initially, the farmers kept a respectful distance 
during our interview sessions, as I was working hard to level the power distance while being mindful 
about appearing and actually being sincere about seeking their opinions, not just for the study alone, 
but with the intention of surfacing their voice and opinion, and hence allowing farmers to dictate the 
pace of information sharing and especially encouraging meandering stories.   
 
The most important concern that remained at the back of my mind was how I would be able to 
sincerely operationalise action research and its elements in this study.  To recap with the definition of 
Action Research (AR) that I had referenced in the study, as defined by Reason & Bradbury (2001, p.1) 
as “a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical knowing in the pursuit of 
worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a participatory worldview … [and] seeks to bring together 
action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical 
solutions to issues of pressing concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of individual 
persons and their communities.”   Action research was an entirely foreign concept to me until I learnt 
about it during the Doctorate of Business Administration program, and I was particularly fascinated 
by its key tenets to the commitments towards social betterment through a platform of democratic 
participation and practical knowing.  This drove my desire to carry out research that would be 
meaningful to my organisation as well as to its stakeholders, in particular, the farmers.  However, from 
the farmers’ perspective – what would AR and its key tenets mean to the farmers, and how they would 
react to these, especially given the deeply entrenched Indonesian cultural norms of deference to 




Although there were already existing recommendations put forth by organisations such as the World 
Bank Group and the IFC in regard to the areas to assist oil palm farmers (i.e. Teoh, 2010; World Bank 
Group, 2010; IFC, 2013), I believed that the nuances in the context and background of farmers with 
their relationships with the POC ops personnel had to be taken into account for specific improvement 
of their situations.  However, I also decided to utilise the Mahmud et al.  (2010) framework to guide 
and organise the discussion regarding the specific areas for improvement, which in hindsight, was not 
entirely necessary.   
 
There were also other areas of the research which I was concerned over.   As an organisational insider, 
I was aware that the motivation of wanting to make a positive difference, would be tempered by the 
existence of the politics of carrying out AR within my organisation; limited available time and resources 
in carrying out this research, and the level of acceptance of an “outsider” to the plantation research 
environment.  Having been steeped in the literature of AR (for which most were carried out in a 
Western culture), I had the impression that the voices of those of the less powerful were almost always 
enthusiastically shared, and that the key difficulties of AR project were political in nature in dealing 
with the more powerful party and potential resistance to the challenging of the status quo.  As such, 
much of my effort (pre-research) was to consider my entry into the research environment and craft a 
message which would be acceptable to the sponsors and POC management/leadership for the study.  
The key unanticipated aspect of the study, however, turned out to be the reticence of the participant 
farmers in relation to highlighting areas of improvements in the palm plantation, which they viewed 
as pointing out the faults of the POC.  This was deemed as being ungrateful to the farmers’ benefactors 
– the POC – which was unacceptable in the Javanese culture.  In my analysis of data, I had not been 
able to identify that the farmers’ gratitude in their positive experiences would likely lead them to be 
less forthcoming with any negative feedback.  The particular interview session had been awkward and 
brief, and entirely unforeseen, which should have been, given my own identification with as a 
Javanese.   
 
Additionally, with the unilaterally crafting the “fresh solution” for the purpose of triggering AR inquiry, 
there was constant concern on whether such an act was truly beneficial for the farmers, or whether 
this had prioritized the political position of the researcher in trying to create a feel of acceptability for 
the POC ops personnel and the POC management/leadership.  Although the elements of the “fresh 
solution” ought to be negotiated by both farmers and the POC ops personnel, certainly there is some 
level of anchoring to the initial terms (proposed by myself).  It remains to be seen if the farmers can 
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negotiate the terms of the exchange without further guidance; and if they are able to do so in an 
articulate fashion.  This would make the exchange concept counterproductive should farmers 
continue to engage in an expectant attitude and to rely on the POC to find the best solution for them 
without taking ownership for the issues nor the process.  In this sense, I might have wrongly estimated 
the “readiness” for my own organisation and its research participants (the farmers) for change and 
learning; this has to be a key consideration for further AR studies that I perform.    
 
The question of “what next?” was one which I personally felt ought to have been further explored 
were there more time, resources and access to the research environment, and I, personally, had many 
questions that remained unanswered: what did farmers really feel about the process of the study, 
especially with the focus on them and their opinions?  From hindsight, what did farmers expect when 
they first started the study, and have those expectations been met or changed as the fresh solution 
was presented?  How do farmers view themselves in the whole palm oil value chain, and if there were 
any changes to that view point?  How has participating in the study made any difference to their lives 
(not referring to the fresh solution that was eventually proposed to deal with the farmer issues), but 
in terms of personal learning, growth, and the contemplation of “what next?”  There was a sense of a 
lack of closure, but realistically, how would it be possible to define a stop point for any AR study, given 
the continual cycle of action and reflection, and seeking of betterment?  Afterall, it is reality that 
farmers do not earn a living from carrying out action-reflection cycles, but by carrying out their daily 
tasks.  Do we even have the audacity to pursue the “emancipation” aspect (Kemmis, 2006; Greenwood 
& Levin, 2007; Johansson & Lindhult, 2008) of AR, even through a gradual process, in spite of the 
relative comfort and familiarity of the existing structures?  I feel that I cannot answer this question 
from my own position of power and privilege, although I do wonder if I have done enough. 
 
Reflections concerning the research findings and knowledge generated 
From the experience of this research, I have realised that knowledge generated through the act 
of reflection and challenging of assumptions may not necessarily be valued by the research 
participants as actionable knowledge. For example, having discovered the erroneous 
assumptions used by the POC to model the financial outcomes of a second plantation lifecycle 
and giving weight to the claims of farmers and their financial issues relating to replanting may 
not have necessarily translated to action immediately. There needs to be an exercise of political 
acumen from the perspective of an organisational insider to link the findings to actionable 
knowledge, by ie. Giving impetus for action by demonstrating an impact to the POC, or crouching 
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learnings in familiar terms and linking them to relatable outcomes, and a proposing a starting 
point for action with the first iteration of a fresh solution. This may not be an easy task – specific 
to this research, there was good fortune where such the link between farmers’ issues were 
readily made to organisational impact, and the potential negative outcomes were easily 
recognisable.  This highlights not only the importance of balancing both roles of researcher and 
organisational insider, but having nimbleness to switch roles in a complementary manner for 
positive impact. 
 
Understanding how different research parties value aspects of new knowledge generated also 
informs the next steps taken toward betterment. Perhaps it is important that this initial 
outcomes of this AR project are positive and have tangible economic value so that learnings and 
knowledge gained can be taken a few steps further. Given the lack of further interaction with 
farmers post the discussion of the fresh solution, it is difficult to establish how knowledge has 
become actionable, especially with the new perspective of being independent and bona fide 
landowners. Taking the perspective of the POC, actionable knowledge could have been limited 
to first order change, to avoid negative financial impacts from inaction. The POC being able to 
take farmers' opinions with more gravity also depends partly on the outcomes of this project, 
and partly on how farmers position themselves in the future, which cannot be foreseen now. 
From the researcher's perspective as an organisational insider, actionable knowledge is valuable 
to encourage second order change within the organisation - using outcomes of this project to 
give justification to future AR projects that prioritises opinions from the ground up, or perhaps 
purposefully seeking viewpoints from stakeholders.   
 
While the farmers’ viewpoint relating to the replanting financial issue has been validated by 
industry action, I believe that there are a few more steps that should be taken in order to 
crystallise actionable knowledge into higher order learnings.  Firstly, a discussion between POC 
and farmers on the topic of farmers’ independence and POC roles can be carried out to clearly 
establish both parties’ expectations; changes in perspectives of both parties’ view of the other 
with the implementation of the “fresh solution”; highlighting gaps and raising any farmers’ 
insecurities.  This would be extremely important to help farmers carry out deeper reflection of 
the relationship as well as develop their mindset for acceptance of change for future cycles of 
palm plantation.  Secondly, a closing discussion between POC and researcher can be carried out 
in order to help POC ops personnel reflect on their learnings from the research process and 
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findings, similar to the above session between POC and farmer, with focus on benefits for the 
future rather than fault identification.  It is through these reflective sessions that the potential 
for learning through actionable knowledge can be realised, especially for the future. 
 
Finally, in the researcher's opinion, the academic analysis of CSR is organised to various theories 
within clearly defined categories, such as Carroll's 1991 typology of economic, legal, ethical and 
philanthropic dimensions of CSR, Goodpaster’s 1991 discussion of instrumental and normative 
CSR; Matten & Moon’s 2008 discussion of implicit and explicit CSR; and the assessment of 
companies actions for CSR appear to take and "either or" approach within these identified 
categories. Reality is more nuanced and the rationale for practice of CSR by companies traverses 
various theoretical categories in different combinations and varying intensities.  With the 
unusual and complex relationship of the POC and farmers – which encompasses high 
dependency; strong sense of industry and cultural paternalism; mutual obligations beyond 
contractual bonds; and a long-term relationship – and the longitudinal practice and 
manifestation of CSR in highlights that the managerial considerations for social responsibility 
may not undergo the categorical analysis characterized by academic literature and discourse.  
Managerial considerations also take into account human instinct, emotional bonds, and flawed 
decision-making processes at the local level.  Acts of responsibility at the local and individual 
level may be too minute to by fully encapsulated in a corporate sustainability report or 
considered crucial at the organisational level, but from the research, I have learnt that an 
enquiring mindset must be sufficiently sensitive to identify and acknowledge these.  
 
Reflections concerning the personal learning  
One of the first articles I read during the pursuit of the Doctorate of Business Administration program 
was Argyris (1994) “Good Communication that Blocks Learning”; and it was rather refreshing to read 
about the harsh realities of people’s espoused theories and theories-in-use; arising from lack of critical 
reflection; convenience; and need for control.  What was interesting though, was my assessment of 
my own behaviour, and organisational / leadership behaviour against the very conduct alleged in the 
article, and being quick to defend my own behaviour, while easily critiquing others’.  At this juncture, 
I think I have taken good lessons in humility and critical reflection, which were learnt during the 
modular work, and reinforced throughout the thesis process, especially as I recall at a granular, 
personal level – who are my stakeholders and how do I assess them and relate to them (in a similar 
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fashion as presented in Chapter 2, but at an organisational level)?  Change, even at the personal level, 
is a gradual process, with dissonance and defensiveness faced in the process, but which can be 
overcome if the overarching goal of betterment remains clear.  Personal reflection can be triggered 
from all quarters and from all interactions and experiences; different areas of betterment are 
triggered at various stages of life and the various situations faced in each, and in my opinion, what’s 
important is that this process never stagnates.  Learning can be done at all stages of life; and lessons 
can be found in all quarters of the world, as long as one is willing to court knowledge in all its myriad 
forms and reflect on the learnings gleaned to inform future practice.  Perhaps it would be appropriate 
then, to end this with a quote from Benjamin Zander, an outstanding conductor famed for 
transforming the performance level of young musicians, whose presentation (and captured on 
YouTube) I had watched recently: “Right.  So if the eyes are shining, you know you're doing it. If the 
eyes are not shining, you get to ask a question. And this is the question: who am I being that my 
players' eyes are not shining? We can do that with our children, too. Who am I being, that my 








Chapter 7. Conclusion 
 
This study was conceived to explore and uncover the issues faced by palm plantation farmers, 
specifically at time of the final years of their palm plantation life cycle and following which a replanting 
exercise for the next plantation life cycle is planned for execution.  This study was carried out in the 
researcher’s organisation, a large palm oil company in Indonesia, and had a primary focus on soliciting 
viewpoints directly from the palm plantation farmers for the main purpose of seeking ways to address 
farmers’ issues to improve the farmers’ situation.  Given the paternalistic role of the palm oil company 
in its relation to the farmers, and the higher levels of power and resources at the former, the research 
objective is thus framed to have the palm oil company being the party providing assistance and 
support to farmers on their issues. Similar views of palm oil companies being best positioned to 
improve farmers’ livelihoods are also proposed by Teoh (2010); World Bank Group (2010) and  IFC 
(2013).  From a corporate perspective, the justification of such objectives was couched in familiar 
terms of CSR towards an important stakeholder, the farmers.  This aligned with the underlying 
theoretical framework, with basis in Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology and stakeholder theory, in particular 
Mitchell et al. 1997 stakeholder salience framework.  Specifically, the study gave rise to analysis 
regarding the balancing of various dimensions of corporate responsibilities (Carroll, 1979); the extent 
to which the salience (or management’s assessment of salience) of farmer-stakeholders influenced 
the palm oil company’s perception of the issues; and the extent to which implicit leadership values 
(Matten & Moon, 2008) informed decisions in terms of prioritising corporate responsibilities.  At the 
same time, with Action Research being the research paradigm utilised for the study, collaborative 
participation between farmers and the palm oil company was encouraged during the process of 
seeking ways to address farmers’ issues.  This allowed for analysis regarding both the internal 
corporate ability for reflection and change, as well as the effectiveness of issues management (Roloff, 
2008) as farmers originate issues for the palm oil company’s assistance and support. 
 
The immediate results of the study pointed to structural issues within the Indonesian palm oil industry 
pertaining to the smallholders, in particular, the cost of replanting has become too high that the 
envisioned gains from smallholders remaining in the palm oil industry (or new ones entering the palm 
industry) could be wiped out.  This is especially salient in the time of low-CPO-price environment, and 
high interest rates.  While the research was carried out in from late 2015 to 2016, and the 
recommendation of the paper was to encourage the researcher’s organisation, the POC, to lobby for 
interest rate subsidies to defray the replanting cost and subsequent loan burden on farmers; the 
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industry and government had, in late 2017, announced a grant of IDR25 million (USD 1,802)34 per 
hectare for smallholders to absolutely reduce costs of replanting.  This has the same intended impact 
on the outcomes to be enjoyed by the smallholders, and highlights the relevance of the study, but 
more crucially, how important it is to allow smallholder voices and concerns to be surfaced. 
 
From an industry standpoint, the smallholder has traditionally been accorded fewer opportunities for 
sharing their concerns; owing to the dominant position of the private palm oil companies and the 
vulnerable status of smallholders.  This study has highlighted that the voice of the smallholder contains 
valuable insights, but that this needs to be distilled from its raw form and considered for its essence.  
At times, the lack of articulation ability on the part of the smallholders; the use of erroneous 
assumptions; the impression that smallholders having benefitted from the positive outcomes of being 
involved in the palm oil industry thus should be able to be more independent; would obscure the 
insights behind those smallholder opinions.  Participation within the palm oil industry has been 
propounded by critics, and the study and its findings wholly support this.   
 
From the theoretical framework perspective, the study has uncovered a few findings that contribute 
to extant literature.  Firstly, a richer understanding of interplay of dimensions of responsibility within 
Carroll’s 1991 CSR typology has been generated.  From a corporate perspective, different weights are 
given to the economic and philanthropic responsibilities by the POC ops personnel in different 
circumstances of early and late stages of plantation development.  The perspective of time dimension 
and the extent to which economic responsibilities are to be fulfilled also differ amongst palm oil 
companies, which are also affected by both internal organisational and leadership values and bounded 
rationality of operations personnel dealing with smallholders.  Secondly, the POC ops personnel in 
their treatment and relationship with the farmers in the early stages of the plantation, provides an 
alternative to the widely-referenced Mitchell et al. (1997) stakeholder salience framework.  The lower 
the power dimension of farmers, the higher the “care” given toward them by the POC ops personnel 
– it is likely that this is related to the specific CSR culture and values within the POC itself; the 
responsibility that the POC takes on as a partner to the Indonesian government to alleviate rural 
poverty through palm partnership programs, and the overall paternalistic Indonesian culture.   
 
Thirdly, the notion of stakeholder responsibility as CSR perhaps may not capture the type of 
relationship between POC ops personnel and farmers which encompassed small favours to help 
farmers during the most challenging times of the plantation stages, as in western style sustainability 
                                                          
34 31 December 2019 USD-IDR rate 13,866 applied (Source: Bloomberg) 
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reports.  However, the beneficiaries of the relationship, the farmers, clearly see tangible benefits in 
the fulfilment of corporate responsibilities by the POC and the POC ops personnel.  Perhaps one way 
of looking at this could be the importance of corporates not only carrying out the legal obligations 
faithfully, not doing any harm, and at the same time, consider the implicit CSR activities such as 
philanthropic responsibilities carried out in an engaged, relational manner.  Finally, participation of 
stakeholders towards a CSR agenda, in terms of issue management, may face challenges in the palm 
oil industry, of in a situation of high dependency and lack of articulation on the part of the stakeholder; 
where the stakeholder is unable to convince the corporate of the urgency for action, nor translate 
rationale for taking action into an instrumental justification for corporates.  
 
Rounding back to the study objectives in seeking a participative manner for negotiating and discussing 
actions that could be taken by the POC, owing to some of the points made above, the envisioned 
discussion between farmers and POC ops personnel did not take place initially.  From an AR 
perspective, the catalytic aspect would have been tempered by the low readiness for perspective 
transformation within the POC, the POC ops personnel and the farmers.  It was only as a response to 
the researcher’s proposed “fresh solution” that this take place; but owing to the limitation on access 
to the research environment (from pre-agreed timelines of the study), the researcher was unable to 
fully observe and document the processes of these.  Clearly, this is a limitation in the research, but 
also presents an area for future research – where the longitudinal impact of such discussions could be 
studied for completeness of the entire process.  Other limitations in the research pertained to the 
convenience sampling of the farmer participants, owing to the geographical considerations and lack 
of familiarity on the part of the researcher of the farmer population in the research environment. 
 
The study has, based on the above points, demonstrated its relevance to both the palm oil industry 
(the context for research) and extant literature in terms of CSR and stakeholder theory.  It is the 
researcher’s hope that similar research could be carried out within the palm oil industry, given its 
importance in the Indonesian economy, and in light of continually changing environments and key 









Appendix A Organisational structure and context of operations department 
 
Figure 8A below presents the location of Berkat Ridho within the abridged version of the POC 
structure.  It also shows the hierarchy of the POC ops personnel and the area of influence of each role. 
 
FIGURE 8A: ORGANISATION STRUCTURE DEPICTING CONTEXT/LOCATION OF STUDY ENVIRONMENT 





 Represents each organisational reporting entity  
 Represents the personnel in charge of the organisational reporting entity 






Appendix B Background of research participants 
 
5 farmers and 2 Cooperative management team members in total participated in the research: 
 
Farmer A Now 45 years old.  Previously from Java Island, helped his wife with her 
road side food stall.  Came over to Riau with 2 children and his father.  
Both men worked in the plantation.  His children are now working in 
Pekanbaru, both in office jobs.  Has a small shop in the village where 
his wife sells snacks and small provisions. 
 
Farmer B Now 53 years old.  Previously from Java Island, not working.  His wife 
and child were selling newspapers and sweets along the road. Now a 
grandfather who spends time at home with his wife and grandchildren. 
 
Farmer C Now 29 years old. Came to Riau with his parents as a toddler.  His father 
has passed the plantation to him to manage.  He married a local in Riau 
and has 3 schoolgoing children.  (Cooperative Head separately notes 
that his father had acquired other plantation plots (non-plasma) and 
has in total 10 hectares, and is rather wealthy.) 
 
Farmer D Now 49 years old.  Previously from Java Island, collected cans and metal 
objects to resell.  Has 5 children, one who is studying to be an engineer 
in Jakarta and the other working in Medan, the others are still 
schooling.  (Cooperative Head separately notes that he has 2 wives, 
married the second wife about 5-6 years ago) 
 
Farmer E Now 37 years old from Kampar district (local town).  Remembers having 
to walk long distances to go to school, and helping out in the plantation 
with his father after school.  Now he is managing his plantation as his 
father has decided to move to Pekanbaru to stay with his younger 
sister. 
 
Cooperative Head Now 51 years old, have been in this position for the last 6 years, after 
the last Cooperative Head retired.  Previously from Java Island.  His son 
is now a doctor in Pekanbaru and his daughter works as a teacher in 
Jakarta.  Came with his wife and worked in the plantation all his life, 




Now 28 years old, held this position for 1 year.  Came to Java Island 











Runs a provision shop in the village and also owns a non-plasma 
plantation.  Local from Kampar district, came to the village in 1995, 









Owns 4 hectares of plantation land (non-plasma) with another 
plantation company.  Wishes the partner palm oil could be as good as 
the POC. Came from Java Island in 1990 and participated in the 





Appendix C Additional information on Mahmud et al.  (2010) Framework 
 
Figure 3A: Mahmud et al.  (2010) Framework: Factors Affecting Smallholder Development, below, has 
been extracted from the Mahmud et al. (2010) report “Improving the livelihoods of Palm Oil 
Smallholders: The Role of the Private Sector”.  This report identifies 3 major categories of factors that 
were found to affect smallholder (farmers) livelihoods. 
 
FIGURE 3A: Mahmud et al. (2010) FRAMEWORK: FACTORS AFFECTING SMALLHOLDER DEVELOPMENT 
 
 
The first category pertains to “Agronomy”, where smallholders have potential to increase productivity 
of their plantation plots.  The specific areas in which further assistance could be provided are: 
(i) Knowledge pertaining to plantation and agronomic best practices with a view of 
environmental sustainability; 
(ii) Land quality pertaining to setting up optimum sized plantation plots in suitable quality soil 
and promoting of crop diversification for income diversification; 
(iii) Input quality pertaining to access to quality seed stock and fertilizers; knowledge of safe 
usage of pesticides and labour efficiency. 
 
The second category pertains to “Supply Chain”, where smallholders face challenges in relation to the 
structure and process of production and sale of their palm outputs.  The specific areas in which 
attention could be given to are: 
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(i) Access to credit in relation to the initial investment for land clearing and plantation 
maintenance; as well as working capital for ongoing plantation inputs; 
(ii) Access to mills which purchase the smallholders palm outputs, with fair competition for 
sufficient negotiating power for smallholders as well as price transparency; 
(iii) Infrastructure such as access roads in connection with the transportation of smallholders’ 
palm outputs to mills due to short timeframe between harvesting and processing of palm 
outputs. 
 
The third category pertains to “Enabling environments” which impact smallholder livelihoods.  The 
specific factors identified under this category pertains to: 
(i) Organising structures in relation to the type of palm oil company-smallholder partnership 
arrangement; level of organisation amongst smallholders (such as cooperatives) and their 
capacity to support the smallholder interests; 
(ii) Legal structures such as relevant government policies and land tenure / ownership clarity; 
(iii) Market dynamics in relation to accessibility to reliable market information and 
certification systems, as well as the impact of palm oil price volatility; 
(iv) Social dynamics in relation to health care and education for smallholders and their 







Appendix D Assumptions for model scenario depicted in Figure 4D 
 
Figure 4D compares the forecast monthly income in each year of plantation development based on 
the POC’s assumptions, and those based on assumptions put forth by the researcher.   
 
FIGURE 4D: COMPARISON OF MONTHLY INCOME DURING SECOND PLANTATION LIFECYCLE: POC’S 
MODEL AND ASSUMPTIONS VS. REALISTIC MODEL 
 
 
The above figure above (yellow columns) present the forecast of farmers’ incomes during the 2nd 
plantation lifecycle, using the assumptions as decided upon by the POC Finance Department.  Table 
8A below summaries the assumptions used for the projections and the researcher’s comments on the 
reasonableness of the assumptions. 
TABLE 8A: ASSUMPTIONS FOR POC MODEL, FARMER MANAGED, INTEREST 13% P.A., HIGH FFB PRICE  
No. Metric Assumption Researcher Comments 
1 FFB Production  90% of potential production 
from POC seed 
Reasonable. Existing plasma FFB 
production remains at 85%-95% of 
potential production  
 


































Year of plantation development in second plantation life cycle
POC model: Farmer managed, interest 13% p.a., high FFB px Realistic model: Farmer managed, interest 13% p.a.
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No. Metric Assumption Researcher Comments 
2 FFB prices Commencing at IDR 1,300 / kg, 
with 10% increase each year 
due to inflation and 
depreciation of Rupiah against 
the USD 
Starting point of IDR 1,300/kg is 
reasonable.  However, it is unlikely 
that prices can increase 10% each year 
to reach almost IDR 12,800/kg in the 
25th year.  Should be moderated. 
 
3 Penalties tonnage 1.3% of FFB delivered tonnage Reasonable.  Based on last 5 year 
trend of penalty imposed on 1.1% - 
1.7% of FFB delivered weight. 
 
4 Estimated 
inflation for costs 
5% p.a. Reasonable.  In line with current 
Indonesia CPI inflation 
 
5 Fertilizer and 
maintenance cost 
Commencing at current price of 
about IDR 5 million per hectare, 
with yearly increase at 
projected inflation rates 
 
Reasonable.   
6 Harvesting cost Commencing at current price of 
about IDR 101,000 / ton of FFB 
harvested, with yearly increase 





Commencing at current price of 
about IDR 43,000 / ton of FFB 
harvested, with yearly increase 
at projected inflation rates 
 
Reasonable. 
8 Interest charges 
 
Based on 13% p.a. throughout 
entire loan term for 12 years; 4 
years grace period and 
following 8 years of repayment. 
 
Reasonable.  These are the existing 
commercial interest rates charged 
 
The above figure above (blue columns) present the amended forecast of farmers’ incomes during the 
2nd plantation lifecycle, using the assumptions as decided upon by the POC Finance Department, and 
only amending one assumption regarding FFB price (Metric #2 in the table above) increase each year.   
Instead of assuming FFB price would increase 10% a year, the researcher assumed a 2.5% annual 
increase, which This reflects the soft CPO and FFB price environment presently.  The price trend of FFB 
has been rather erratic year-on-year, and is dependent on tightness of supply and prices of substitute 



































Appendix F Interviewing tools and questionnaire 
 
A list of questions to farmer participants were listed in preparation for the initial few interview 
sessions to farmers, with the self-reminder to not use any leading words or phrases, and to only as for 
elaboration from farmers in their own words.  The researcher also wrote certain notes to look out for 
specific narratives or positive or negative aspects of these, and for follow up questions. 
 
Initial interview questions 
 NOTE TO SELF – neutral words for more details: Why? How? Who? What did you think / feel? 
Can you share more details? (Maybe – what was good and bad about this?) 
 NOTE TO SELF – if there are too many positives / negatives, may want to ask for the other side 
also, try to assess if there is bias (use words – different perspective; opposite examples 
provided?) 
ICE BREAKERS – rapport building & light-hearted sharing: 
o Introduction – very interested but little knowledge of palm oil, thank farmers for time, 
show respect to their achievements 
o Share some national industry statistics (Indonesia being the largest producer globally) 
to show and tell, farmers are important stakeholders, private palm oil companies have 
to play their part (ask for their opinion of these) 
o Ask about their work today 
1. Please describe yourself, your family and what you used to do before joining the palm 
plantation 
2. Please describe what your feelings when you first joined the palm plantation 
a. Why did you choose to sign up for the PIR TRANS program 
b. What was your feelings (or expectations) when you had to move from your old place 
c. What was your feelings in joining something new like the palm plantation 
d. What were the differences between your old life and life in the palm plantation 
e. How did your family feel about you joining the palm plantation 
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f. NOTES TO SELF ONLY: positive / negative feelings, expectations and what they have 
heard – stories, rumours, etc. 
3. Please describe what life was like at the beginning of the palm plantation 
a. NOTES TO SELF ONLY: easier or more difficult than before, they type of work to be 
done, did they know what to do, ask for examples and more stories 
4. What interaction did you have with the POC in the palm plantation 
a. What was your impression of the POC ops personnel 
b. How did you come to be familiar with the palm plantation 
c. NOTES TO SELF ONLY: ask for examples of good and bad interactions, trust, 
suspicion, what help did POC provide, look out for any instance of taking advantage, 
vulnerable compared to POC 
d. NOTES TO SELF ONLY: body language, especially the knowing look 
OBSERVATIONS –  
o Visit their old homes, new homes, schools, any new buildings, tour of their work 
processes 
 
Subsequent interview questions, building on previous interview data 
5. How would you describe the interaction did you have with the POC in the palm plantation 
a. How did you feel about the POC and POC ops personnel in general 
b. How did feelings about POC and POC ops personnel change from beginning to now 
c. NOTE TO SELF – other wordings: what did POC do together with farmers, or do with 
or do for farmers? What made it good or bad (easy or difficult) to interact with POC? 
d. NOTE TO SELF ONLY: positive and negative aspect of relationship – ask for more 
stories about problems faced and how these were dealt with 
6. What challenges / problems did you face in the palm plantation – what could you do about it 
a. NOTE TO SELF ONLY: chase down farmers’ feelings and details in the stories but with 
no leading words, also focus on the interaction with POC in relation to problems 
153 
 
Questions for asking for improvements – use Mahmud et al. (2010) Framework  
7. Go through the framework in detail, explain that each element will be walked through 
a. KEY WORDS: for CSR agenda, which areas are important to you, why? 
b. KEY WORDS: which area can POC help with, reference to framework could make 
things easier, important for POC to know how to improve for farmers, don’t need to 
fear 
c. NOTE TO SELF ONLY: ask for stories and examples; ask for suggestions if possible 
d. NOTE TO SELF ONLY: look out for any sense of suppression of viewpoints, body 
language, fear of retaliation if any, reassurance of anonymity 
EXPECTATION SETTING FOR JOINT PARTY DISCUSSION – both farmers and POC ops personnel 
should come together to discuss openly the areas for improvement: 
 Only if there appears to be no fear of retaliation – farmers must be comfortable 
 I would be present as facilitator of the discussion to ensure fair expression by 
farmers 
 KEY MESSAGE – POC can react appropriately to farmers feedback, understand 
underlying problem better, cooperation type of problem solving 
 BUT DO NOT PUSH OR RUSH FARMERS – may need time to get comfortable with 
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